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Introduction 



Eivery biography is a story of adventure The energetic 
personalities of the world represent an adventure in living The 
philosophical personalities, on the other hand, represent an 
adventure in thinking And when we examine the lives of the 
philosophers we find that the piocession of a man’s thoughts can 
be as exciting a spectacle as the pageantry of a man^s deeds. 
It IS just as enchanting to plunge into new ideas as it is to pene- 
trate into new lands Our world becomes wider, our imagination 
richer and our life more colorful and more zestful as the result of 
our companionship with the travelers of the spirit and the 
pioneers of thought 

In conformity with our general purpose in the wnting of the 
present biographical series, we have tned to place the accent 
upon the thinkers rather than upon* their thoughts We have 
endeavored to avoid technical expositions, critical analyses or 
metaphysical excursions into any of the philosophical systems. 
But on the other hand we have attempted to introduce the 
reader not only into the homes of the philosophers but into their 
minds as well. For in order to understand the dreamers of the 
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absolute we must allow them to invite us into the garden of their 
dreams It is possible, we bclie\e, to get a revealing picture of 
the beauty of a garden and to enjoy a healthy whiff of its fra- 
grance without a technical study of the botanical structure of 
the flowers or an expert knowledge of iheir scientific names We 
ha\e therefore tried in each of these biographies to reproduce 
the gist of the pliilosophei’s thought simply, informally and — 
we hope — M\idly 

And as we gam an insight into the minds of the \ arioiis phi- 
losophers we make an interesting and important disco\ ery All 
these philosophers, in spite of their extrinsic quarrels, exhibit 
an mtnnsic unanimity of thought This is especially true in the 
field of ejjiics Here we find the different schools of philosophy 
in practical agreement with the different systems of religion 
The philosophcis and the prophets alike are united in their 
belief as to the fundamental purpose of life And this purpose is 
— to insure the happiness of man through the co-operation of 
mankind 
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427 B.C.-347 B.C 



There \ b\nqijei at the house of the Athenian poet 
Agathon This man had won the first prize for his drama at the 
Greek Tlieatcr, and lie had inxited his best friends to join him 
in the celebration of his victory 1 he guests were discussing one 
of their favorite subjects — lovx Each one, in turn, was trymg 
to explain his own idea as to tlie meaning of this all-absorbmg 
topic 

“Love,” said Phaedrus, “is the oldest of the gods, and one of 
the most powetful It is that principle which turns ordinary 
young people into heroes For the lover is ashamed to act the 
coward in the presence of his beloved Give me an army made 
up of lovers, and I can conquer the world ” 

“Yes,” agrees the next speaker, Pausanias, “but you must 
distinguish between earthly love and heavenly love — the at- 
traction between two bodies on the one hand, and the affimty 
between two souls on the other The vulgar love of the body 
takes wings and flies away when the bloom of youth is over But 
the noble love of the soul is perpetual ” 

And then comes the comic poet Anstophanes with a brand* 

[3] 
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new theory about love ‘Tn the olden days/’ he tells us, ‘‘the two 
sexes were united into one body This body was round like a 
ball, with four hands, four feet and two faces It moved about 
with amazing rapidity, using its eight limbs like the spokes of a 
wheel m a continual series of somersaults Terrible was the 
strength of this race of men- women, and boundless was their 
ambition They were planning to scale the heavens and to 
attack the gods when Zeus hit upon a happy plan ‘Let us cut 
them in two,’ he said, ‘and then they will ha\ c only half their 
strength and we shall have twice as many sacrifices ’ 

“And so hq split them apart into male and female, and from 
that day onward the two halves of the oncc-united body ha\e 
been consumec^ with a longing to be reunited into one And 
this longing for the reunion of the sexes is what we call looe ” 
This humorous interpretation of love is followed by sc\cral 
other interesting definitions until finally the guest of honor, 
Socrates, is requested to make a few remarks on the subject 
“After all this eloquence,” begins Socrates, “I am turned into 
stone and struck dumb For how can my foolishness compete 
with such wisdom^” 

And, having unburdened himself of this Socratic preface of 
ironic modesty, he proceeds to confute all their “wisdom” with 
his “foolishness ” He tears down their arguments with a senes of 
unanswerable questions — Socrates was the founder of the quiz 
method in education — and then he follows this destructi\e 
process with a constructive theory of his own “Lo\e,” he ob- 
serves, “is the hunger of the human soul for di\ine beauty The 
lover is eager not only to find beauty but to create it, to perpetuate 
It, to plant the seed of immortality in the mortal body This 
IS why the sexes love each other — to reproduce themselves and 
thus to prolong time into eternity And this is v^hy parents lo^ e 
their children For the soul of the loving parent creates not 
merely children but seekers and partners and co-workers and 
successors in the eternal quest fur beauty ” 

{4] 
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And what is this beauty that wc are all seeking to perpetuate 
through love^ It is wisdom and virtue and honor and courage 
and justice and faith In a word, is ‘‘And truth is the 
way that leads directly to God ” 

The guests applaud the speech of the barefoot philosopher 
and then they proceed to the more prosaic business of the eve- 
ning They enter into a drinking contest which lasts all through 
the night One by one the revelers drop out of the contest until 
at cockcrow there are only three left — Aristophanes, Agathon 
and Socrates 1 hey are drinking out of a large goblet which they 
.ass around, and Socrates is explaining to the two poets, who 
are half asleep, that the great writer of comedy should also be 
a great writer of tragedy And first Aristophanes falls asleep, 
and then, as the day is dawning, Agathon Socrates lays them 
gently to rest, takes a final drink in honor of the wine god, 
Dion)sus, and goes off to his daily business of spreading wisdom 
among the citizens of Athens 

One of the guests at this famous banquet was a disciple of 
Socrates, a young man who was later to immortalize the mental 
prowess and the ph) sical endurance of his master The name 
of this young man was Plato 

II 

Plato was one of the favorite children of hea\en Like Goethe, 
he was endowed with e\ery gift that the gods could bestow upon 
a mortal — noble ancestiy, wealthy parents, good looks, a sound 
mind in an athletic body (he was nicknamed Plato, it was said, 
because of his broad shoulders) and a passionate lo\e for wis- 
dom In his quest for wisdom he came,* at the age of twenty, 
under the influence of Sociatcs, who was sixty-two years old at 
the time (407 b c ) 

Plato worshiped Socrates from the very first He joined the 
group of brilliant young intellectuals who followed the “gadfly*^ 
through the streets of the city and listened with amazement and 

[5] 
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delight as he “stung” the wisest men of Athens into an admission 
of their Ignorance Socrates was ugly as a satyr and gentle as a 
saint One of his ablest students, Alcibiades, compared him to 
those trick statues that were sold in the market place of Athens 
“They have the exterior of a Silenus (a mythological clown), but 
open them up and you find inside of them the image of a god ” 

Yet It was no godly heights of superhuman wisdom that 
Socrates was trying to attain Instead he modestly devoted him- 
self, as he remarked, to the very human task of asking questions 
“There is only one thing I know,” he said, “and that is, that I 
know nothmg ” And then he set out to prove to all and sundry 
that they too, like himself, knew nothing It was his business to 
learn and to enable others to learn “My mother,” he said, “was 
a midwife, anrf I am trying to follow in her footsteps I am a 
mental obstetncian, helping others to give birth to their own 
ideas ” 

And so he went about the streets of Athens, this philosopher 
with the homely phrases and the homely features, Saint Socrates 
with the flattened nose, the thick lips, the projecting eyes, the 
uncouth body and the divine thoughts And everywhere he 
asked his elementary question, to ti^ what is the meaning of this^ 
What is piety^ What is democracy^ What is virtue^ What is 
courage^ What is honesty^ What is justice^ What is truth^ And — 
what is your business, and what knowledge and skill have you 
brought to it^ Are you a statesman^ If so, what have you learned 
about government^ Are you a lawrj^er^ What study have you 
made of human motives for htftnan actions^ Are you a teacher^ 
What steps have you taken to conquer your own ignorance 
before you can presume to attack the ignorance of others^ To ti, 
information, please^ 

With such questions as these he cross-examined the pundits 
and exposed their ignorance But he did this in no vicious mood 
He was just as cr^ger to expose his own ignorance His one object 
was to acquire truth through the elimination of error “I pursue 
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the trail of truth like a bloodhound ” In the pursuit of truth hA 
neglected his interests, neglected his business — ^he was a sculptor 
by trade — ^neglected his family And his shrewish wife Xanthippe 
never lost an opportunity to remind him of this neglect Socrates 
was a martyr to philosophy And what, he asked, is philosophy^ 
That process of thought which enables us to become acquainted 
with our own personality Gnothi seauton^ know thyself 

But most people, when they become acquainted with them- 
selves, are rather disappointed with their new acquaintances 
When Socrates removed the mirror of self-flattery from the eyes 
of the Athenians and held up before them the glass of truth, 
they were shocked at the result For they saw in this glass not the 
reflection of men but the image of beasts And like beasts they 
began to persecute Socrates For a number of years they were 
content to let him off with ridicule, invective and occasional 
blows But then there came a conflagration in the moral atmos- 
phere of Athens, and many of the finer feelings of the citizens 
were turned into ashes The Athenians had been defeated m 
the Peloponnesian War (404 b g ) — a war that had been fought 
between the dictatorship of Sparta and the democracy of Athens. 
Human decency, the dignity of life and the sense of individual 
liberty had received a mortal blow The tyrant Critias (the 
leader of the Fifth Columnists in Athens) had overthrown the 
free go\ ernment And when Critias was o\ erthrown in his turn 
the slate was plunged into a revolution in which the basest 
passions of humanity had been let loose Athens was no safe 
place for a philosopher to live in — especially for a philosopher 
who still dared to insist upon the free expression of his thought 
One morning, as Socrates came into the market place, he found 
the following indictment posted up against him 

Socrates is guilty of crime firsts for not worshiping the gods whom 
the city worships^ out introducing new divinities of his own^ next, for 
corrupting the youth The penalty due is —death 

[7] 
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The chief instigator of this accusation was a leather merchant 
by the name of Anytus This man had a personal grudge against 
Socrates For Socrates had advised the son of Anjtus to give up 
the tannery business of his father and to devote himself to the 
study of philosophy This criminal corruption of youth, insisted 
Anytus, deserved nothing less than the death penalty 

It was a case of leather against learning And leather won 
Socrates was arrested and placed on trial for his life 
Socrates had it within his own power to escape the death 
penalty For, in accordance with Athenian law, a man con- 
demned to death was permitted to choose exile as an alternative 
Furthermore, a number of his wealthy friends, including Plato, 
had succeeded in bribing the jailer Socrates could escape if he 
wished But he did not wish to escape His time had come, and 
he was prepared to go Throughout his life he had been ready 
to face danger and, if necessary, death As a young man he had 
w^on the piize foi bravery m battle In his middle age he had 
dared, as a senator, to defy the entire populace who w ere clamor- 
ing for the death of an admiral accused of cowardice Several 
years later he w^as equally courageous m defying the tyrant 
Cntias This tyrant had commanded him to bring back to 
Athens a ‘democratic rebel” by the name of Leon who had 
escaped to Salamis But Socrates refused to cairv out the ty rant’s 
command “Pci haps I should have suffered death on account of 
this,” Socrates tells us, “if the government of Ciitias had not 
soon been biokcn up ” 

And now that he was actually condemned to death he did 
not flinch Better to die now, while his strength was still intact, 
than to liv t on into the helpless decrepitude of txcessiv e old age 
Always pioud of his physical endurance — he alone in Athens 
had been abl^ to walk barefoot over the ice in the dead of winter 
— he couldn ^ bear the thought of a life without activity “Let 
us face death, as we have faced life, courageously The 
difficulty, O my judges, is not to escape from death, but from 
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guilt For guilt IS swifter than death, and catches up with us 
much more rapidly I have been overtaken by death, but 
my accusers, by wickedness I submit to my punishment, 
and they to theirs ” 

On the last day of his life a number of his disciples \ isitcd 
him in the prison Plato desciibes the scene in his Phaedo^ a woik 
which ranks with the great epics of the world The discifiks arc 
clustering about then beloved master Socrates calls one of them 
to his side and strokes his hair as he explains his ideas about life 
and death and the immortality of the soul Death is either an 
eternal sleep — a sweet immortal forgetfulness in which there is 
no persecution, no injustice, no disappointment, no suffering, 
no grief — or else it is a gateway through which we pass from 
earth to heaven, a vestibule which leads into the palace of God 
‘And there, m) friends, no one is ever put to death for his 
opinions So be of good cheer, and do not lament my pass- 
ing When )ou lay me down in my grave, say that you are 
burying my body only, and not my soul ” 

And now the houi of sunset is near The jailer enters with the 
hemlock “Pra\ do not be angry with me, O Socrates, for others, 
as you are aware, are the guilty cause of your death, and not I ” 
So saying, the jailer holds out the cup to Socrates and bursts 
into tears as he turns away ^ 

“And the rest of us, too, could no longer forbear, and in spite 
of ourselves our teais were flowing fast Socrates alone re- 
tained his calmness ‘What is all this nonsense^’ he said ‘I ha\c 
sent away the women mainly in order to avoid such a scene as 
this Be quiet, then, and let me die in peace ’ 

“When we heard this we blushed and restrained our tears 
And Socrates, having drunk the hemlock, had laid himself down 
upon the cot For the jailei had told him to do so ” Little by 
little the poison reached up from his feet toward his heart “And 
then there was a convulsive movement, and Socrates fixed his 
eyes This was the end of our master, whom T may truly call 
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the wisest, the gentlest and the best of all the men whom I have 
ever known ” 


III 

When socrates died (399 b c ) Plato found it expedient to leave 
Athens For his efforts to save Socrates had made him a marked 
man He started on a journey ^'around the world” — that is, the 
world known at that period Just what countries he \isited we 
cannot say It is quite probable, however, that he went to Italy, 
where he became acquainted with the mystical philosophy of 
Pythagoras, “the founder of mathematics and the father of 
music ” From there he is said to have traveled to Sicily, to 
Gyrene, to E^pt, to Judea and even to the banks of the Ganges 
If he didn’t \ isit all these countnes m person, he certainly visited 
them in his thoughts For when he returned to Athens, after a 
pilgnmage of twelve years, his mind had become a treasure 
house of all the accumulated wisdom of the world 
But Socrates was still his supreme master His life henceforth 
was to be dedicated to the teaching of the Sociatic truths For 
this purpose he opened up a school of philosophy in the public 
garden of Athens known as the Academia, an enchanting spot 
planted with plane trees and adorned with temples and statues 
Here, on the bank of a river, with 

A sound as of a hidden brook 
In the leafy month of June^ 

Which to the sleeping woods all night 
Singeth a quiet tune^ 

he established his Academy and proceeded to expound the 
Socratic doctrine Or, as we call it today, the Platonic doctrine 
For Plato presented all his ideas in dialogue form through the 
mouth of Socrates, so that to this day we do not know just where 
the thought of Socrates leaves off and the thought of Plato 
begins But th’o we do know — that to Plato, as well as to Socra- 
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tes, the meaning and the mission of all philosophy is the 69 * 
tablishment of justice among men ‘Justice/* said Socrates, “is 
the only real happiness. The unjust alone are unhappy ** And, 
adds Plato, speakmg as usual through the mouth of Socrates, 
“no one has ever yet condemned injustice or praised justice 
(apparently he is unaware of the teachings of the Hebrew 
prophets) No one ixas ever yet investigated how it 
happens that injustice is the greatest of all evils that the soul 
has within it, and justice the greatest good ” 

And It IS in order to ascertain the nature of justice that Plato 
composed his immortal Dialogues Referring to these Dialogues^ 
Emerson repeats the words of Omar about the Koran “Burn 
the libraries, for their value is in this book ” Plato \\as perhaps 
the most comprehensive of the world’s great thinkers “Out ol 
Plato” — we are again quoting Emerson — “come all things that 
are still written and debated among men of thought ” Indeed, 
there is hardly a subject of human interest that Plato did not 
touch upon in his lifelong quest for the principles of justice 
The universal brotherhood of man, eugenics, socialism, commu- 
nism, feminism, birth control, free love, free speech, the double 
and the single standards of morality, the public ownership of 
wealth, of women, of children — these are only a few of the 
problems that he discusses m his Dialogues But underlying all 
these discussions there is a single purpose, his steadfast desire 
to see rightness — or, as we term it today, righteousness — established 
upon the earth Rightness in the indi\idual and righteousness 
in the state He wants to see a state in which Socrates would not 
be murdered but instead would be elected king 
He pictures this imaginary land of the heart’s desire in his 
Republic y the first Utopia in history 

IV 

In order that we may get an adequate idea of Plato’s Republic^ 
let us examine the life of its citizens, from their birth onward. 
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The children bom in the Republic are to be the result of 
communal mating The best men are to be mated with the best 
women for the sole purpose of producing superior offspring The 
men are to possess these women in common, there must be no 
individual marriages and no private families As soon as the 
children are born they are to be taken away from the parents 
and placed in a state nursery ‘Tt is essential that the parents 
should not know their own children, or the children their 
parents In this way only can universal brotherhood ever be- 
come a fact instead of a theory For e\ erybody in this communal 
state may truly be regarded as everybody else’s brother ” 

As for the parents, they need not confine their sexual experi- 
ences to them^ allotted mates If, after thev have given children 
to the state, they wish to “range at will,” they may do so — 
provided “they try their utmost to abort any embryo which may 
thus come into being ” The matter of free love is thus left to the 
discretion of the individual, and this applies to women as well 
as to men The priv ate life of the citizens is none of the state’s 
business All that the state requires is that the citizens should not 
injure one another in the pursuit of their indiv idual happiness 

But let us return to the children 

From their v ery birth, as we have seen, they arc delivered into 
the keeping of the state Up to the age of twenty they all receive 
the same education This preliminary education consists largely 
of gymnastics and music — gymnastics to develop the symmetiy 
of the body, and music to develop the harmony of the soul “The 
man that hath no music in his soul is not to be trusted ” Foi his 
mind IS crippled, his passions are unbalanced and his sense of 
right and wrong is forever distorted Music — and to Plato music 
meant all harmony, whether audible or not — is the underlying 
principle w^bich keeps the world from falling into disjointed 
chaos It IS 'he soul of the universe, just as the planets and the 
stars are its body Without it the earth would be a burnt-out 
cinder and the heavens a handful of dead ashes 
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Music, therefore, is an essential part of everybody’s education. 
Before they reach the age of twenty all boys and girls arc to be 
thoroughly grounded in music — and in gymnastics The schools 
in which they study these subjects are to be co-cducational 
Boys and girls must work and play together The girls, as well 
as the boys, must strip when they take their exciciscs, for, as 
Plato puts it, the citizens of his ideal state are ‘'sulhcicntly clad 
in the garment of virtue ” There must be no foolish sense of 
shame or clownish jeering at the sight of the human body 

Furthermore, the education of the children must not only be 
free from prudery but it must also be di\ orced from drudgery 
Learning is to be made a pleasuie rather than a torture Under 
the right kind of teachers a normal child will enjoy the gym- 
nastics of his mind fully as much as the exercises of his body A 
school, therefore, should be a mental gymnasium, an intellectual 
pla\ ground where the children try to excel one another in the 
fascinating sport of exchanging ideas 

1 his, then, is to be the education in the Republic up to the 
age of twenty After that there comes a great weeding out Those 
who are incapable of further education arc relegated into the 
lowest class — that is, the farmers, the laborers and the business- 
men These constitute the “baser metal” of the state 

Those who are left after the elimination of the baser metal 
arc to continue wnth their training For the next ten years — that 
IS, from the age of twenty to the age of thirty — they are to take 
up the study of the sciences arithmetic, geometry and astron- 
omy These subjects, however, are to be mastered mainly for 
icsthetic rather than for practical purposes Plato thought it 
beneath the dignity of the better citizens of his Republic to use 
arithmetic for barter or for the building of bridges or the making 
of machines In this respect he was no different from the other 
Greeks of his day The Greeks were not interested in mechanical 
inventions or in material progress They preferred abstract 
speculation to concrete knowledge The study of uumber?, 
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according to Plato, was good for only two things — to enable the 
philosopher to envision the actual unity through the apparent 
diversity of things and to enable the military commander to 
array his soldiers into squads, platoons, companies and regi- 
ments Philosophers and soldiers, therefore, are the only ones 
who need to make any extensive study of mathematics 

When the study of the sciences is completed at thirty there is 
to be another weeding out Those who fail to pass the test for 
still higher training are to be mustered into the middle class— 
the soldiers They are to be the guardians of the state The 
soldiers play a very important role in Plato’s Republic They 
are to form not a force of aggression but a power for defense 
Plato hated #rar, but he realized that the best way to discourage 
a threatening invader is to wield before his eyes the counter- 
threat of an imincible sword 

We have then, in his Republic, a middle class of soldiers — or, 
as Plato calls them^ guardians — m addition to the lowest class 
of farmers, laborers and businessmen The lowest class, we re- 
member, consists of those who at the age of tw^entv ha\ e been 
found to possess inferior minds The middle class contains all 
those who at thirty have demonstrated that they are incapable 
offurthei mental de\elopmcnt Those of superior mentality who 
are left after the two eliminations are now ready to take up the 
study of philosophy They are thirty years old These are tlie 
men and the women who will be trained to become the rulers 
of the state In Plato’s Republic, as we have seen, there is com- 
plete equality between the sexes They get the same training, 
and they are allowed to enter the same positions when they are 
ready to take up the serious business of life After a fi\ e years’ 
course in philosophy these picked men and women are through 
With their theoretical training But not with their practical edu- 
cation The' must now go through a postgraduate course in 
good government They must come down from the heights of 
their contemplation mto the rough-and-tumble world ol every- 
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day life They must get the ‘Teel” of life before they are allowed 
to take a hand in directing it For fifteen years they must engage 
in practical affairs until, at fifty, they are at last ready to assume 
the role of philosopher-kings For, in the ideal Republic, the 
philosopher alone is worthy of being the ruler ‘‘Unless philoso- 
phers become rulers, or rulers study philosophy, there will be no 
end to the troubles of men ” 

And how is the philosopher differentiated from his fellow 
men^ In his ability to understand God’s perfect Idea of which 
the material world is but an imperfect copy The Idea of God, 
the Divine Secret of life, is like a shining light m heaven But our 
ordinary minds here below are distorted bits of mirrors in which 
the Idea becomes broken up into blurred and grotesque and 
unrecognizable reflections It is the business of the philosopher 
so to shape and to polish the mirror of his mind as to get a clear 
image of the Idea of God, the Divine Secret, the Light of Reason 
that guides the stars in the heavens and the affairs of men And 
having recei\ ed this clear indication of God’s purpose, it is the 
further business of the philosopher to incorporate it into the best 
possible government for his ideal state 

For the ideal state must always be governed by the best And 
m Plato’s Republic the philosophers arc, both by training and 
by natural ability, the “choicest of the best” men and women 
that the state has been able to produce These philosopher- 
rulers form the highest class, and the other two classes must 
obey them at all times In order to insure the honesty of these 
public officials there must be no private property among them 
They are to own everything in common They will take their 
meals m public dining rooms and sleep together m barracks 
Having no personal interests, these rulers will be above bnbery 
and they will have but a single ambition — to establish and to 
perpetuate justice among men 
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V 

We now have the complete structure of our ideal state Let us 
inscribe upon its gates, “This is the City of Justice,” and let us 
enter it in order that we may examine a few of its more interest- 
ing features First of all we find that the philosopher-rulers have 
driven out of this city their epic poet, Homer, together with his 
pagan system of polytheism It insults their intelligence to 
behe\e in the childish tales about the Olympian gods who strut 
about with their silly human weaknesses throughout the pages 
of the Iliad Religion must be purified of all its sa\age myths and 
superstitious miracles We must ha\e only that religion which is 
compatible with human reason 
So much for the treatment of the gods in Plato’s Republic 
How about the dealings between man and man^ These dealings 
are all based upon a strict observance of fair play Business is 
looked upon as degrading, because — maintains Plato — it is im- 
possible for a businessman to be both successful and honest at 
the same time Criminals in Plato’s Republic arc regarded as 
an object of pity They are restrained, not punished For \ icious- 
ncss is the result of ignorance If a man commits a crime, it is 
because he has not been properly educated He is a pitiable 
creature who understands neither liis own interests nor the 
mterests of his fellows YouiCannot make a Molent horse docile 
by whipping it, and you cannot make an antisocial man gentle 
by treating him as an outcast If a criminal is mad, you must 
cure him of his madness If he is ill-informed, you must teach 
him Stamp out the crime with the medicine of wisdom, but do 
not scourge the criminal with the whiplash of rc\^cngc 

Physical su"*kness, like moral sickness, is due to ignorance 
Proper education will eliminate disease to a large extent Those, 
however, who are incurably sick must be mercifully allowed to 
die. For a speedy death is better than a lingering disease. 
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Lawyers in Plato’s Republic are an unnecessary c\il Where 
there is knowledge there is no need for litigation The laws that 
govern the people are few in number and easy to interpret For 
the rulers of the state know that every new law is likely to breed 
a new class of lawbreakers These rulers teach their citizens to 
govern themselves, so that the necessity of policing them is re 
duced to a minimum 

The mam business of the government m the Republic is to 
insure the happiness of the go\crned, to gi\c them health and 
contentment and leisure “Give me health and a day,” writes 
the Platomst, Emerson, “and I will make the pomp of emperors 
ridiculous ” Health, contentment and a day — a lifelong blue- 
and-goldcn day of beauty — this, to Plato, is the sum of human 
happiness A life of beauty^ a life of justice^ a life of love These 
three words, beauty, justice, love, arc almost synonymous m the 
philosophy of Plato The good man, the happy man — for to be 
good IS to be happy — is the just man, the harmonious man, the 
man whose perfectly attuned character alw^a\s plays the right 
note in the symphony of social co-opcration This ideal man of 
Plato’s ideal Republic is consecrated to the creation of beauty, 
either in li\ing offspring or in works of art or in noble deeds 
For beauty is the password to immortality By creating a thing 
of beauty we conquer death 

VI 

Such was the philosophic dream of Plato, the high priest in the 
religion of Beauty He built a city of supermen, dedicated it to 
his godfather Apollo, the Lord of Light, and placed it among 
the stars that the architects of the future might look to it as a 
model for their own attempts to bring the earth nearer to heaven 

Plato was not satisfied, however, with the mere creation of a 
dream Like that Chinese philosopher Confucius, he attempted 
to put his philosophical theories into practice At the invitation 
of Dionysius he went to Syracuse and tried to show this monarch 
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how to rule hke a wise man Dionysius, however, was merely a 
king and no philosopher. He took fright at some of Plato’s 
radical ideas and threatened to put him to death At the inter- 
cession of some of Plato’s friends, however, he spared his life 
but sold him into bondage And thus, instead of transforming 
Dionysius into a philosopher-king, Plato was himself trans- 
formed into a philosopher-slave 
Fortunately for Plato, the man who had bought him for the 
education of his children was not only a lover of wLsdom but a 
lover of justice He released Plato and allowed him to go back 
to Athens 

On his return to his native city Plato received an apologetic 
letter froni^Dionysius The whole episode, explained the tyrant, 
had been a ghastly mistake, and he therefore hoped that Plato 
would forgiv e him and think well of him To which letter Plato 
contemptuously replied, ‘T am too busy with my philosophy 
to waste my time thinking about Dionysius ” 

For a long time he continued his quiet philosophical conver- 
sations in the garden of his Academy — con\ ersations that w'^ere 
like heavenly discourse Indeed, ‘‘had Jove descended to the 
earth, he would have spoken in the style of Plato ” 

But Plato was a mortal One day, in his eighty-first year, 
he was present at the wedding feast of a young friend The noise 
of the revelers fatigued him He asked to be excused and went 
into another room “to take a little nap,” as he said The merry- 
making became more and more boisterous The w^eddmg guests 
forgot about the tired old philosopher who was trying to rest 
through all this hubbub 

At last the bridegroom tiptoed into the next room to have a 
look at his master Plato was sound asleep The meaningless 
noises of the world no longer disturbed him 1 he philosopher- 
king, the king of philosophers, had been summoned at last to 
enter into the peaceful Republic of Death 
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Important Works by Aristotle 

358 Constitutions (including The 

On the Soul 

Constitution of Athens) 

Rhetoric 

Dialogues 

Logic 

On Monarchy 

Eudemian Ethics 

Alexander 

Nicomachean Ethics 

The Customs of Barbarians 

Physics 

Natural History 

Metaphysics 

Organon^ or The Instrument of 

Politics 

Coirect Thinking 

Poetics 

Aristotle v'rote about four hundred volumes in all These 
volumes covered practically every phase of human knowledge 

and of human activity 




Aristotle 

384 BC-322 BC 



On a midsummer day in the year 366 a young man applied for 
matiiculation at Plato’s Academy He had come from the 
Macedonian city of Stagira, the “Wild West” of the Atheman 
world Yet there was nothing of the cowboy about this elegant 
youngster He was the very picture of refinement, for he had 
been brought up in a cultured atmosphere His father, who was 
now dead, had been court physician to Amyntas, king of Mace- 
donia and grandfather of Alexander From early childhood 
young Aristotle had been trained to a life of mental discipline 
and physical comfort 

His ariival at the Academy created a stir among the other 
students For here was an aristocrat of the aristocrats — suave, 
dapper, graceful, soft-spoken, gentle, polite^ the \cry model of 
sartorial and ethical propriety Indeed, he was somewliat of a 
fop He spoke with an affected lisp, and he paid more attention 
to his clothes — as Plato complained — than was becoming for a 
sincere lover of wisdom 

But he displayed an intellect of incredible versatihty It 
seemed almost impossible for one mind to be open to so many 
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facets of knowledge Politics, drama, poetry, physics, medicine, 
psychology, hislorv, logic, astronomy, ethics, natural history, 
mathtmatics, rhetoric, biology — these were but a few dishes in 
the di\crsified banquet with which the young student tried to 
ked his \oracious appctit( for learning Plato once humorously 
remarked that his \< ademy consisted of two parts — the body 
of his students, and the brain of Aristotle 
As was to be expected, the greatest master and the most 
brilliant ‘NtucU nt of Athens couldn’t get along together When 
Gieck mc'ets Greek, ('specially on a le\el of mental equality, 
thcie Is bound lo 1)( a clash The old and the young philosopher 
constanth quairtlcd and always adored each other 
Wheat Plato dud nc) Aristotle was thirty -se\en years 
old He had rightfully expected to be chosen as Plato’s successor 
to the presidency of the Academy But in this expectation he 
was disappointed The trustees of the Academy passed o\er 
him as a “foreigner” and elected a natuc Athenian instead 
Angry over his failure, Aristotle looked for an opportunity to 
leave Athens And the opportunity came by way of an in\ itation 
from one of his former classmates, Hermeias This philosopher- 
politician had acquired the lordship of a large teiiitory in Asia 
Minor Like Dionysius, the king of Syracuse, he was eager to try an 
experiment in wise go\ernment, pro\ided the wisdom wouldn’t 
interfere with his wealth And so he in\ited Aristotle to teach 
him how to reconcile abstract justice with concrete plunder 
But Anstotle was mterested only in justice He therefore 
failed in his mission to divert his friend from the pursuit of riches 
to the quest for righteousness He succeeded, however, m marry- 
ing Pythias, the niece and adopted daughter of Hermeias 
Though he loved the lady for herself, he offered no objection 
to the handsome dowry which she brought along Aith her 
Anstotie, as we shall see, was not averse to “a fair measure” 
of prosperity Indeed, he regarded it as one of the essentials of a 
happy hfe 
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He married Pythias, invested his money and spent his honey* 
moon collecting sea shells for his scientific studies 

After the honeymoon he returned to the court of Hermcieis 
But his stay at that court was bnef The intngues of Hermeias 
had aroused the anger of the Persian king The Persians invaded 
his country, took Hermeias prisoner and crucified him 

Once more Aristotle found himself without a country and 
without a job But once moie a royal friend came to the rescue 
This time it was King Philip of Macedon, the son of Amyntas 
and the father of Alexander He invited Aristotle to his palace 
as the tutor of Alexander 

When Aristotle returned to the court in which his father had 
served as the royal physician he felt “like a fish out of the water 
The Macedonian atmosphere at that moment was no fit place 
for philosophical meditation It was an atmosphere of inordinate 
ambition, barbaric splcndoi and barbaric vulgarity King Philip 
was a man of superior intelligence but infenoi education His 
language bristled with grammatical errors “I ain’t no bar* 
barian,” he insisted, and he didn’t want his son, either, to be 
“no baibaiian ” Indeed, he wanted Alexander to grow up as a 
refined philosopher As well try to transform a seething mael- 
stiom into a placid lake Alexander was the untamed cub of a 
ferocious lion In fact, the entire court was like a jungle of snarl- 
ing beasts Quarrels, duels, debaucheries, assassinations — these 
were the Older of the da) Olympias, the wile of King Philip 
bordered on the verge of insanit), and Philip and Alexander 
were not fai removed from that irrational borderland At one of 
the royal banquets Philip tried to stab Alexander because the 
boy had insulted him And Alexander, not to be outdone, made 
a murdeious assault upon his father Fortunately for the two, 
but unfortunately for the world, the attendants succeeded in 
teaiing them apait 

Such was the turbulent household which Aristotle had been 
commissioned to soothe with the “sweetness of wisdom ” But to 
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no avail Philip had long entertained a dream of world-wide 
conquest He was now engaged in carrying out the first pari of 
this imperialistic dream — the subjugation of the Greek states 
One by one he held out to them a policy ol ‘ appeasement,” 
and when the Greek state s (like the Euiopean siate s m iq'jS- jo) 
wtie lulled into a false stiiM olsecuiits b\ his insmce re promises 
lie gobbled them up one In one And then, in the iniclst of Ins 
tnumph, he was assassmaud, and \le\and( r, tlic pupil of 
Aiistotle, abanchmed tin llieoniual plnloM>i)li\ ol liis teacher 
for the piaetical chcams of his failiti He eoinpleteel Philips 
iiitcinipted eariijiaign against the (jitvks nul ilitn hi set out 
to (onejuei the rest ol the vxorld Vs a spm jgunsi Ins own 
impeiuo^l\ lie took along with liini till jilnlosojihe i (Vilhsihe nc s, 
who was the pupil and nephew of Aiisiolli IJui Callisthencs 
didn t put an end to \le\andii s iinpeiiiosiu On the eontiaix, 
Alexandci jiut *in end to Gdhsihencs life liiluiiateel at the 
\oung man s le lusal to reg«iul Inin as a god, he oieii ud C allis- 
tlienes to be haiigeel 

\g nn ViistoiJe w is left te) his own lesonitcs He had eome to 
Maecdoma in quest of political glory He now returned to 
Athens a sadder politician and a wiser philosopher Enough of 
practical life From now on he would de\otc himself to his 
studies 

Fortunately he was able to plunge into Ins studies on a tre- 
mendous scale Aside from his own funds, which were by no 
means negligible, he haQ received from King Philip a sum of 
eight hundred talents — equal m modern purchasing power to 
about $4,000,000 — ^for his scientific in\ csligations Hiring nearly 
a thousand assistants, he sent them off into every pait of the 
world to collect material and specimen for a compre hensi\ e 
encyclopaedia of philosophy and science 

But Aristotle was more than a research scholar He was 
pnmanly a teacher Still smarting under his defeat as a candi- 
date for the presidency of the Academy, he opened a rival 
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school, the Lyceum (so called because it was situated in the 
grove dedicated to Apollo Lyceus, the defender of the flock 
against the wolves) Here he gathered his flock of students and 
prepared them to fight against the wohes of ignorance In the 
morning he offered technical courses to his advanced students 
and in the afternoon he delivered popular lectures to the general 
public 

His contemporaries ha\e handed down to us a vivid picture 
of Aristotle as a lecturer Bald and somewhat potbellied (for he 
was now turning fifty), carefully and even ostentatiously dressed, 
thin of leg but kccn-cycd and sharp-tongued, he still talked with 
that boyhood lisp of his as he guided and cajoled and satirized 
his audiences into the paths of wisdom Restless by nature, he 
was unable to sit still as he lectured to his students, espcciallv m 
the morning when his classes were small He paced up and down 
among the colonnades with his pupils, expounding his views and 
answering their questions, and thus gained for his L>ceum the 
nickname of the Peripatetic school — the school of Strolling Phi’* 
lowphers To this day the Aristotelian philosophy is known as 
the Peripatetic system 

Let us attend a few of the sessions at this school m order that 
we may get a glimpse into the Aristotelian system of philosophy 
We shall not go into his voluminous scientific observations, 
fascinating as they are, since these observations form a catalogue 
of unorganized facts rather than a synthesis of organic thought 
Let us, however, explain in passing that the inadequacy of 
Aristotle’s scientific knowledge was due not to the imperfection 
of his mind but to the absence of the necessary scientific instru- 
ments Without a telescope on the one hand or a microscope on 
the other, he could get no idea cither of the vastness of the uni- 
verse or of the minuteness of its parts Due to this handicap the 
science of Aristotle is of historical interest but of no practical 
value today 

When we come to his speculative philosophy, however, we 
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find ourseKcs on more universal ground For he discusses three 
topics that concern our present generation as \itally as they 
concerned the generation of Aristotle These three topics are 
God^ tlie State and Man What is the nature of God^ What is the 
best sort of government for the Stated And what is the most 
desirable conduct for Man^ Aristotle considers the nature of 
God in his Metaphysics^ the government of the State in his 
Politics and the morals of Man in his Ethics 

II 

In the philosophical system of Anstotle God is not the Creator 
of the umt^erse but the Cause of its motion For a creator is a 
dreamer, and a dreamer is a dissatisfied personality, a soul that 
yearns for something that is not, an unhappy being who seeks 
for happiness — in short, an imperfect creature who aims at per- 
fection But God is perfect, and since he is perfect he cannot be 
dissatisfied or unhappy He is therefore not the Maker but the 
Mover of the uni\ersc 

But what sort of Mover^ To this question Aristotle replies that 
God is the Unmoved Mover of the universe Every other source 
of motion in the world, whether it be a person or a thing or a 
thought, is (according to Aristotle) a moved mover Thus the plow 
moves the earth, the hand moves the plow, the brain moves the 
hand, the desire for food moves the brain, the instinct for life 
moves the desire for food and so on In other words, the cause 
of every motion is the result of some other motion The master 
of every slave is the slave of some other master Even the tyrant 
IS the slave of his ambition But God can be the result of no 
action He can be the slave of no master He is the source of all 
action, the uaster of all masters, the instigator of all thought, 
the Unmoved Mover of the world 

Furthermore, God is not interested m the world, though the 
world IS interrsted in God For to be interested in the world 
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means to be subject to emotion, to be swayed by prayers oi 
imprecations, to be capable of changing one’s mmd as a result 
of somebody else’s actions or desires or thoughts — in short, to be 
imperfect But God is passionless, changeless, perfect He moves 
the world as a beloved object moves the lo\er A beautiful 
woman is walking down the street She is completely absorbed 
in her own thoughts Her gaze is fixed upon the ground She 
doesn’t look at anybody But everybody is looking at her The 
presence of her beauty has turned all eyes, has stirred all hearts 
into action, all minds into thought Such is the nature of the 
beauty of God Without being moved itself, it ‘‘produces motion 
within all of us by being loved ” 

This Aristotelian God, who is loved by all men but who is 
indifferent to their fate, is a cold, impersonal and, from our 
modern religious standpoint, “perfectly” unsatisfactory type of 
Supreme Being He resembles the Primal Energy of the scientists 
rather than the Heavenly Father of the poets The human mmd, 
divorced of all emotion, may be able to conceive of such a dis- 
interested ruler of the universe But the human heart, with its 
burden of sorrow and its gift for compassion, insists upon a God 
who is a Loving Friend in heaven rather than a loveless ab- 
straction in the metaphysical speculations of a Greek philoso- 
pher And perhaps the heart is nearer than the mmd to the 
ultimate mystery of the world 

As for the scientific validity of the Aristotelian speculation 
about the Unmoved Mover, or the Uncreated Cause of all 
motion, the weakness of Aristotle’s position is well summarized 
m the words of the little girl who asked, “But, Mother, who 
made God^” 


III 

When aristotle moves down from heaven to earth his thought 
becomes more logical, more understandable, more concrete 
One by one he takes up the various forms of government that 
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have been tried out m the world — dictatorship, monarchy, 
oligarchy (the rule of the few) and democracy He analyzes 
each of them in turn, admits their strong features and points out 
their weaknesses Of all the forms of government, dictatorship 
is the worst For it subordinates the interests of all to the am- 
bitions of one The most desirable form of government, on the 
other hand, is that which “enables every man, whoever he is, 
to exercise his best abilities and to live his days most pleasantly ” 
Such a government, whatever its name, will always be a consti- 
tutional government Any government without a constitution is 
a tyranny, whether it is the government of one man, a few men 
or many men The unrestrained will of a handful of plutocrats 
or of a horde of proletarians is just as tyrannical as the un- 
restrained will of one man The dictatorship of a class is no 
better than the dictatorship of an individual 
From this point Aristotle goes on to describe what he con- 
siders as* the perfect type of the undictatonal gov ernment 
In the first place, this government should not be — like Plato’s 
Republic — communistic The common ownership of property, 
and especially of women and of children, would result in con- 
tinual misunderstandings, quarrels and crimes Communism 
would destroy personal responsibility “What everybody owns, 
nobody cares for” Common liability means individual negli- 
gence “Everybody is inclined to evade a duty which he expects 
another to fulfill ” You can no more hope to commumze human 
goods than you can hope to commumze human character 
Aristotle advocates the private development of each man’s 
character and the private ownership of each man’s property 
But just as each man’s private character must be directed to 
the public welfare, so too must each man’s private propeity be 
employed ^>r the public use “And the special business of the 
legislator is to create in all men this co-operativ^e disposition ” 
It is the legislator s entire business to provide for the public interest 
through the unselfish interplay of the private interests of the 
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citizens To this end there should be no hard-and-fast distinction 
between classes, particularly between the class of the rulers and 
the class of the ruled Indeed, all the citizens alike should take 
their turn of governing and being governed, with the general 
proviso that “the old are more fitted to rule, the young to 
obey ’’ 

The ruling class must be vitally concerned with the education 
of the young And this education must be both practical and 
ideal It must not only provide the adolescent citizens with the 
means for making a living but it must also teach them how to 
live within their means In this way the slate will be assured of 
an enlightened, prosperous, co-operative and contented citi- 
zenry 

Above all, the rulers must aim at the contentment of the ruled. 
Contentment through justice For only in this way can they 
avoid revolutions “No sensible man, if he can escape from it or 
overthrow it, will endure an unjust government” Such a 
government is like a fire that heats the pent-up resentment of 
the people to the bursting point It is bound, sooner or later, 
to result in a violent explosion Judged from the standpoint 
of fairness tow aid its eiti/cns, “dcmocracj^ appeals to be safer 
and less liable to revolution than any other form of govern- 
ment ” The countries that arc most likely to explode into early 
rebellion are those that are goxerned by dictators “Dictator- 
ships,” observ cs A.i istotle, “arc the most fragile of gov ernments ” 

IV 

Thf aim of government, writes Aristotle, is to insure the wel- 
faie of the governed And thus politics is translated into ethics 
1 he state exists for man, and not man for the state Man is born 
for only one purpose — to be happy 

But what is happiness^ It is that pleasant state of mind which 
IS brought about by the habitual doing of good deeds But to be 
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happy It IS not suffiaent merely to be good It is necessary also 
to be blessed with a suffiaency of goods — that is, good birth, 
good looks, good fortune and good friends Above all, a long 
and healthy life is necessary for the attainment of happiness 
“One swallow does not make a summer, nor docs one day ” 
To make a perfect summer of our life we need many days, a 
sufficiency of sunlight and a full measure of song 

Yet even m a short life, and m the midst of misfortune, it is 
possible for the noble man to be happy For the noble soul can 
ctiltivate an insensibility to pain, and this m itself is a blessing 
In other words, we may sometimes attain happiness by renouncing 
it Furthermore, no man can be called unhappy if he acts m 
accordance with virtue For such a man “will never do any- 
thing hateful or mean ” And happiness, as we have already 
observed, consists m the doing of good deeds But the only 
completely happy man is he “who is active m accordance with 
complete virtue and is sufficiently equipped with wealth and 
health and friendship, not for some chance period but through- 
out a complete life ” 

But if happiness is the result of virtue, what then is virtue^ 
To the ancients this word did not mean, as it does to us, moral 
excellence alone It meant any kind of excellence Thus a Greek 
Casanova might have been called a virtuous lover because he 
was an efficient lover A ruthless but competent general would m 
Athens have been regarded as a virtuous soldier Indeed, the 
Greek word for virtue, ar^ey was derived from Ares, the god 
of war We get our own term, mrtuey from the Latin translation 
for arete — virtuSy which means the quality of manliness A virtuous 
person, in Aristotle’s philosophy, was a person who possessed 
physical prowess, technical competence and mental virtuosity 
To these thr^t qualities Aristotle now added a fourth requisite 
for happiness — moral nobility This all-round excellence, 
therefore, was needed for Aristotle’s “happy warnor” m the 
battlefield of life 
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Anstotle summanzed this manifold excellence in his famous 
doctrine of the “golden mean ** The happy man, the virtuous 
man, is he who preserves the golden mean between the two 
extremes of ignoble conduct He is the man who steers the 
middle course between the shoals that threaten on either side 
to wreck his happiness in every act, in every thought, in every 
emotion, a man may be overdoing his duty or underdoing it or 
doing It just right Thus, m sharing his goods with other people, 
d man may be extravagant^ which is overdoing it, or stingy^ which 
is underdoing it, or libeml, which is doing it just right In ihe 
matter of facing the dangers of life a man may be foolhardy or 
cowardly or brave In the handling of his appetites he may be 
gluttonous or abstemious or moderate In every case the rational 
way of life is to do nothing too much or too little but to adopt 
the middle course The \irtuous man will be neither super- 
normal nor subnormal but justly and wisely normal He will 
act “at the right times, with reference to the right objects, 
towards the right people, with the right motive and in the right 
way ” In short, he will at all times and under all conditions ob- 
serve the golden mean For the golden mean is the royal road 
to happiness 

And now, having paved the road to happiness, Anstotle 
describes the ideal man who is most woithy of being happy 
This ideal man, the Aristotelian gentleman, “docs not expose 
himself needlessly to danger but is willing in great crises to give 
his life if necessary He takes joy in doing favors to other men, 
but he feels shame m having favors done to him by other men 
for it IS a maik of superiority to confer a kindness, but of inferi- 
ority to receive it ” His unselfishness, however, is but a higher 
form of selfishness, of enlightened selfishness The doing of a kind 
deed is not an act of self-sacrifice but of sdf-preservation For a 
man is not an individual self but a social self Moreover, every 
good deed is a profitable investment It is bound, sooner or 
later, to be returned with interest “The ideal man, therefore, 
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is altruistic because he is wise He does not speak evil of 
others, even of his enemies, unless it be to themselves He 
never leels malice and always forgets injuries In short, he 
IS a good friend to others because he is his own best fnend ” 


This picture of the Athenian gentleman is in reahty the self- 
portrait of Aristotle Gentle, unperturbed and wise, he con- 
tinued to point out to his fellow men the middle course of safety 
that lay between the rashness of conquest on the one hand and 
the cowardice of submission on the other But the times were 
out of joint Tilt Athenians weie in no mood to listen to wisdom 
They accused Aristotle of being a pio-Maccdonian spy They 
couldn’t forget the fact that he had been the teacher of Alex- 
ander As for Alexander himself, he too had giown hostile 
toward Aiistotlc Wisdom and war were two irreconcilable 
enemies Moderation, calmness, the golden mean — this was too 
dangerous a doctrine to be heard amidst the clash of eonquenng 
arms Alexander had already killed Callisthc nes, the nephew 
of Aristotle It would be safer for Alexander if Aristotle, too 
could be put out of the way 

And so the gentle philosopher w^as beset by dangers on 
either side One of these dangers was eliminated when Alex- 
ander died as the result of ^ di unken debauch But the other 
danger, stemming fiom the suspicion of the Athenians, kept 
constantly growing until Anally Aristotle was threatened with 
arrest 

Mindful of the fate of Socrates, Aristotle left the city before 
it was too late He wouldn’t gi\e the Adiemans “a second 
chance of SMimng against philosophy,” he said 

Aristotle had escaped fiom the judges, but he couldn’t escape 
from death It lay in wait for him in his exile He died only a 
year after his departure from Athens 
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Just before his death he wrote the greatest of his works — a 
brief but epoch-making will in which he provided for the de- 
liverance of his slaves It was the first emancipation procla- 
mation in history 
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Important Works by Epicurus 

Epicurus wrote about thj^cc hundred books These have all 
been lost with the exception of a few fragments on nature, about 
one hundred aphorisms and several letters m winch he outLned 
the gist of his philosophy The most important of these letters 
are the following 

To Herodotus^ deahng with physics, 

To Menopcus, on ethics and theology, 

To Pytkui hs, on meteorology 

In addition to these sources we get an enthusiastic exposition 
of the entire Epicurean philosophy m De Rerum Natura^ the 
iamous epic of the Latin poet Lucretius 



Epicurus 

342 B.C.-270 BC 



In the first book of Gargantua Brother Rabelais tells us a 
fantastic story about the Abbey of Thel^me This fictitious abbey 
IS the home of the religious ordei Fats Ce Qiie Vouldras (Do As 
You Like) The only rule to be observed in this abbey is to ob- 
serve no rule at all There are to be no clocks here to remind 
anyone of time for prayer or duty Instead of taking the three 
vows of chastity, poverty and obedience the monks and the nuns 
of this con\ ent are to be allowed to marry, to make money and 
to li\e at liberty The doors of this abbc) are to be forever 
barred against “bigots, hypocrites, attorneys, magistrates, 
merchants, bankers, drunkards, liars, cowaids, cheaters and 
thieves ” On the othei hand, this place is to be a congenial home 
for “all noble sparks in search of lively laiks,” men who lov^e 
pleasure and women who are able to please — gay, witty, cheer- 
ful, spruce, jocund, sprightly, jovial, handsome, courteous, 
worthy, gentle, frolicsome blades and delicious, charming, 
mirthful, ingenious, lovely, magnetic, enticing, young, ripe, 
choice, dear, precious, courtly, fine, comely, complete, clever, 
personable and ravishing ladies 

[57] 
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Such are the members who arc to form the brotherhood and 
sisterhood of this rehgious order of ‘^pious carelessness ” Their 
sole business is to disregard the uncertain life of tomorrow and 
to concentrate upon the certain life of today 
This Rabelaisian Abbey of Thel^me is a cancature of the 
Garden of Epicurus, that famous monastery of pleasure founded 
by the saddest of Athenian philosophers The Garden of Epi- 
curus, like the Abbey of Theleme, was a religious retreat It was 
not, however, a hotbed of debauchery On the contrary, it was 
a place of quiet meditation The word epicurean is one of the most 
abused words in the English language An epicurean today is a 
devotee of seffish lust, a man who indulges the appetites of his 
belly He is far from being a disciple of Epicurus, the prophet 
who founded a religion based upon the pleasures of the mind 
It is one of the practical jokes of destiny that the symbol of 
gluttony IS associated with the name of the most famous ascetic 
m the ancient world Epicurus was the least of the epicureans 
But let us look at the man 


II 

He was born on the island of Samos (342 b c ) in the midst of 
the Macedonian aggression against the liberty of Greece His 
father, an Athenian schoolmaster, implanted in his heart a con- 
tempt for tyranny His mother was a quack doctor of the soul, 
a cunning peddler of prayers who offered to cure sickness by 
magic charms and incantations As a child he was obliged to 
go with his mother from house to house, helping her in the 
dispensation of her pious frauds In this \n ly he acquired a 
healthy cont mpt for superstition 
He showed an early interest in the study of philosophy One 
day, when he was about twelve years old, his teacher tned to 
explain the creation of the world ‘‘Everything,” said the 
teacher “came from Chaos ” 
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replied Epicurus, ‘‘but what did Chaos come from?” 
“I don’t know,” said the teacher “Nobody knows ” 

Right then and there Epicurus decided that it would be hu 
business to know He would make it his life’s work to seek for the 
origin of Chaos which in turn was the origin of the world 
At eighteen he came to Athens It was a period of turmoil 
The ruler of Athens, appointed by Alexander, was the typical 
dictator of the ancient world (or of the modem world, too, for 
that matter) In his effort to break down the democratic spint 
throughout the Greek states he “reshuffled” the population of 
the conquered territory, driving out the “rebellious” natives 
and replacing them with Macedonian colonists Among the 
refugees who were thus dispossessed of their homes were the 
parents of Epicurus They were obliged to flee to Asia Minor 
Here Epicurus met them after a bnef stay in Athens He tried 
to forget the nightmare of life m the dream of philosophy Added 
to his old quest for the origin of Chaos was a new impulse, a 
desire to find a way out of Chaos 
He ne\ er quite found it, either m the distractions of politics 
or m the abstractions of theology He did, however, hit upon a 
few physical and metaphysical principles which enabled him 
to build for himself an oasis of peace amidst the whirling sands 
of t xistcnce Enriched with this discovery, he returned to Athens, 
bought a house and garden in one of the suburbs and set up an 
outdoor academy for the teaching of philosophy 

The academy was co-educational It was open to all classes, 
including even slaves and prostitutes For, as Epicurus ex- 
plained, there are no class distinctions in the realm of learning 
The master and the disciples lived together in their academy on 
terms of equal sociability and mutual regard As was to be 
expected, there was much idle gossip m Athens about the 
“sensual debauchery” and the “orgies of tree love” in the Gar- 
den of Epicurus There was no foundation for any such gossip, 
however Far from being gluttonous, the life of the academicians 
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was simple to the point of abstemiousness Barley bread anc^ 
water, with an occasional half pint of wine, was their daily fare 
Cheese was a luxury reserved only for exceptional holidays. 
‘‘Send me some preserved cheese,” wrote Epicurus to a friend, 

‘ that our community may indulge in a festi\al ” Rich food was 
taboo at the academy, for such food results not in pleasure but 
in pain — the pain of indigestion “I am thrilled with my bread 
and water,” wrote the master, “and I spit upon rich spiccs — not 
for their own sake but because of the inconveniences that follow 
them ” 

Bread and water and the wine of philosophy — this, to Epi- 
curus, was substance of the happy life But what w as tins 
philosophy that enabled Epicurus and his disciples to find con- 
tentment in the midst of so much discontent^ It was the negativ c 
philosophy of ataraxia^ a Greek word which means passionlessness , 
imperturbability^ the tranquillity of a healthy mind Epicurus de- 
veloped this philosophy in a senes of three hundred books — the 
Greek philosophers not only had much to say but they had a 
long way of saying it These books of Epicurus have all bctn 
lost Fortunately we have a clear outline of his philosophy m 
the epic poem of Lucretius, De Return Natura (On the Nature of 
Things) Lucretius was an Epicurean philosopher who lived in 
Rome about two hundred and fifty years alter Epicurus His 
poem on the nature of things is one of the stiangest compositions 
m the history of literature ?t is a plea for cold logic, and y c t it 
is written in ^ white heat of passion It is the woik of an infidel 
who denies the humanity of God but who asserts the divinity of 
Man It has been called one of the great biblcs of the world — a 
Bible for Unbelievers 

A brief su'^vey of this Lucrctian epic of profane scripture will 
usher us into the simple but fascinating Palace of Pleasure 
known as the philosophy of Epicurus 
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III 

The purpose of living, according to Epicurus, is to enjo> life 
But in order to enjoy life we must understand it We must 
familiarize ourscKcs with the world that we inhabit and with 
the nature of its inhabitants In other words, we must find out 
who we are and why we are what we are 

First of all, then, let us distinctly understand who we are We 
are not — asserts Epicurus — the children of a beneficent God, 
but the stepchildren of an mdiffeient Nature Life is not the 
designed plan of a divine artist It is merely an accident m a 
mechanical universe But we can make it, if we w^ill, a happy or 
at least an interesting accident 

And how can we do this^ By driving out of our heads the two 
great terrors that beset mankind the fear of the gods, and the 
fear of death 

We have nothing to fear from the gods — continues Epicurus — 
because we arc not the slaves of the gods They have no juris- 
diction OAcr us since they have not created us Indeed, they 
haven’t created anything The universe is not the handiwork of 
God but the fortuitous outcome of the movement of atoms 
through infinite space 

And this brings us to the atomic theory of Epicurus — a theory 
which IS a forerunner of the present-day mechanistic interpre- 
tation of the universe Epicurus borrowed his atomic system 
from Democritus, one of those ancient Greek philosophers to 
whom the discovery of a scientific tiuth was more important 
than the subjugation of an empire 

Epicurus had found an answer to his old question about 
Chaos in this hypothesis of an atomic infinity of building ma- 
terial — infinitesimal bricks — out of which universes are made 
For It more than explained to him the origin of Chaos — it did 
away with Chaos altogether There can be no such thing as 
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Chaos, or nothingness, asseit^ Epicurus And he gave three 
reasons for this assertion 

I, The world couldn’t have come out of Chaos, for nothing 
can be created out of nothingness 

2 The world cannot be dissolved into Chaos, for nothing can 
disappear into nothingness 

3 Hence the sum total of matter— the collection of bncks 
out of which universes are built — remains always the same 
There can be no addition to it out of nothingness, and there can 
be no diminution from it into nothingness 

The world, therefore, consists of an eternal infinity of some- 
thingness — tifeit is, matenal atoms (The Greek word for atom, 
atomoSy means a particle of matter that cannot be cut or divided 
mto smaller particles An atom, in the philosophy of Epicurus 
as well as in modern physics, is the smallest possible component 
of a material body ) The atoms that compose the structure of 
the world, said Epicurus, are birthless, deathless, immutable 
They move eternally downward through infimte space But 
now and then they swerve in their downward motion, like 
motes in a sunbeam or like raindrops whirled into eddies by a 
gust of wind And as they are whirled together they collide and 
thus become kneaded mto the substance of stars and eaiths and 
moons and suns and uni\ erscs 

Now these atoms are of different weights and shapes and 
sizes And these differences ♦account for the infinite variety of 
things that go into the making of the world 

But our world, contmues Epicurus, is not the only one m 
existence There are others equally vast and equally wonderful 
They, too, ha\c their earths, with their mountains and oceans, 
and their races of men and generations of wild beasts Wt are 
not the only oebble on the beach of the infinite sea, for the 
atoms come mto the same kinds of combinations, under the 
same sorts of conditions over and over again as they whirl for- 
ever downward through the endless aisles of space 
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And all this whirhng movement is spontaneous There is no 
hand to guide it For even the gods arc the mechanical creatures 
of the atomic flux They are made ol finer, more subtle sorts of 
atoms than those which go into the making of men They live 
in their vast heavens, which are the cloiidl(‘'S spaces between 
the univcises Here they enjoy a blessed immoi tality which con- 
ceins itself not a whit over the joys and the sorrows and the 
struggles of mankind 

The gods have had nothing to do with our creation, and they 
are utterly indifferent to our fate The lift of man, believes 
Epicurus, IS too crazy a farce to have originated in the mind of 
a sane Dramatist No rational God would order a temple to be 
built in his honor and then strike it down with his own lightmng 
No merciful Providence would bring a young boy through a 
dangerous illness only to send him to a worse death on the 
battlefield 

Ihe gods, therefore, enjoy their immortal felicity in their 
interspatial Paradise precisely because they are withdrawn from 
the cares and the obligations and the sufferings of mankind ^ 
“That which is blessed and immortal is equally exempt from ^ 
favors or frowns, from compassion or wrath Untroubled 
themselves, they are infinitely removed from the troubles of 
men 

But if the gods do not trouble themselv es about men, why 
should men trouble themselves about the gods^ Because, replies 
Epicurus, if men try to become more divine they will succeed 
in becoming moie human By worshiping the gods — and Epi- 
curus himself w'as always punctilious m his religious worship — 
we become more godlike, more refined, more indifferent to the 
buffctings of fate and the vicissitudes of life True religion, there- 
foie, does not consist in sacrifice or superstition or fear It con- 
sists rather in a pious imitation of the gods — that is, in “the 
contemplation of the nature of the world with a mind at 
rest ” 
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IV 

And so wf come once more to the Epicuiean investigation into 
the nature of the world This world of ours, maintains Epicurus, 
IS self-generated as a result of the accidental whirling and col- 
lision of an infinity of atoms But how does it happen that the 
gathering together of the unguided particles of matter should 
have combined into the making of trees and flowers, of birds and 
beasts and mcn^ Through what process ha\c the atoms been 
able to produce a poet like Homer, a scientist like Democritus, 
a philosopher like Epicurus^ Thiough the piocess of tiial and 
error, replies Epicurus, through the giadual development of 
matter fiom cruder to finer foims, through the elimination of 
the unfit and the suivual of the fittest In short, through the 
process of evolution 

Epicurus advanced the theory of evolution twenty -two hun- 
dred yeais before Darwin In his poem On the Nature of Things 
Lucretius gives us an interesting picture of the world as rej)rc- 
sented in the Epicurean theory of the origin of species and the 
descent of man The atoms in their eternal w^hirl, after many 
combinations and dissolutions, finally became united into w^hat 
wc call “the woild ” At first the earth was a lifeless lump of 
clay, but gradually it began to put forth grass and shrubs and 
floweis, just as animals ancP birds put forth hair and feathers 
Life came next Birds began to fly and make music m the air, 
and beasts prov led over the forests and filled them with their 
bellowmgs Some of these species were adapted to their env iion- 
ment and were thus enabled, either througli their courage or 
their cunnincr, to survive Others were born with insuffieient 
sight or healing or means of locomotion They were the freaks 
of nature, the victims of a blind experiment m a planless v^orld, 
and they were doomed to extinction Man, the protagonist in 
this interesting play witnout a plot, was the last to arrive upon 
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the scene Hardy and savage and naked^ he roamed over the 
earth hke the other animals, living on herbs and fruits and 
acorns and sleeping in the open fields at night 

Attacked by the more ferocious beasts, he learned after a time 
to seek refuge in caves The herding together of mans beast-men 
into a single case for mutual protection brought about the 
gradual development of speech and pity and the first crude 
feelings of fiiendship The bcast-mcn discovered the use of 
metal, and in this way they were able to produce bctU r tools for 
their own protection and for the killing of others One cave 
gioup began to exchange goods and ideas — and blows— with 
othci cave groups, and thus little by little they accpiiicd the 
aits of barter, commerce, navigation, agriculture, poetry, 
mustc, architecture, politics, diplomacy, litigation and war 
111 short, observes Epicurus, our eivahzation is nothing but an 
ev olutionary process which enables man to adapt himself to an 
inhospitable world and to survive for a bnef space m the eternal 
stiuggle foi existence lor all life is a continual warfare, and 
there IS no truce for any of us except in death 

And death, maintains Epicurus, is the end of our existence 
The soul, like the body, is mortal For the soul, too, is a com- 
pound of atoms, a sort of liquid energy which fills the vessel 
of the bod) as water fills a pitchci So long as the body lasts, 
the soul IS held together But when the body breaks, the liquid 
soul spills out and is dissolved into the isolated diops of its indi- 
vidual atoms It was born with the birth of the body, and it dies 
with Its death Outside of the body thcie is no thought, no feel- 
ing, no sensation, no memory, no life ‘'liust thou art, to dust 
rcturiicst” is equally true of the human body and of the human 
soul 

So much, then, for the scientific theory of Epicurus This 
theory is very mtercsting, but it fails to convince the modern 
mind, as indeed it failed to convince many an ancient mind, 
because of tv\ o important omissions In the first place, it does 
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not explain how the movement of unconscious matter can pro- 
duce conscious thought In the second place, it does not account 
for the principle of motion in the first place What causes the 
atoms to move^ And who causes them to move^ And why^ As a 
European scholar somewhat unfamiliar with the English lan- 
guage has naively expressed it, “If the world revolves, wher-c is 
the revolver^'* 


V 

Epicurus gives us a sad, cold, bleak science — an intricate ma 
chine without a mechanic, a superhuman spectacle without a 
divine pla#i And then he proceeds to give us an equally sad, 
cold, bleak philosophy —a system ot pleasure without ]oy, the 
negative tranquillity of death as an escape fiom the positive 
perplexities of life The cailh we live m, he leminds us, is rented 
to us for a little while, and when the time comes for us to move 
on we are dispossessed without a moment’s notice But if we 
cannot conquer death, let us at least overcome the ftai of death 
Let us not grieve over the brevity of human life Instead let us 
accept It with a placid heart For there is no consciousness after 
death, no pain and no punishment m hell lor any mistakes that 
we may have made during our stay on earth The white hand 
of Death soothes us into a sweet and dreamless sleep lor Death 
IS the friendly warden who signs the papers of our release from 
the madhouse of the woild ^e is the gentle physician who cures 
us of the most dreadful of all diseases — Life 
But even if you have found life to be one continual feast of 
blessings, is it desirable to keep on gorging yourself ind( finitely^ 
Is It not much better to leave the table before you arc overfilled 
and to letiTc smilingly, like a tired but happy banqueter, to a 
pleasant slec[ ^ One fatal day, you lament, will rob you of all 
the prizes of life But you forget to add that this same fatal day 
Will free you fiom the desire to possess these prizes 
And so let us dismiss the fear of death and concentrate upon 
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whatever blessings we may get out of life Let us seek for a life 
of pleasure — a maximum of pleasure with a mimmum of pain 
At first, in his quest for the pleasant life, Epicurus adopted the 
idea of the Hedonists, the so-called “belly philosophers” who 
were concerned not so much with the quiet happiness of the 
mind as with the boisterous pleasures of the body Like the 
Hedonists, he told his students to snatch at the golden moments 
of life Later, however, as the appetites of his body lost their 
edge and the keenness of his mind increased, he realized that 
the pleasure of a moment may sometimes result in the suflFcimg 
of a lifetime And then he conceived a negative rather than a 
positive theory of pleasure The greatest pleasure, he said, is 
the complete absence of pain Accordingly he began to teach 
a new kind of happiness — the happiness of an unruffled mind 
as it beholds from a distance the troubles and the turmoils of 
the world Refrain from business Stay out of politics Watch 
the game of life from the side lines Avoid the storms that may 
wreck the barque of your happiness Remain on the seashore 
as a spectator while the ships of your fellows are breaking up 
amidst the pounding of the waves 

A fine philosophy, this, for an old men’s home but not for a 
practical world in which people must work and vote and help 
one another in order to get along If everybody were to adopt 
this self-centered attitude of tranquil aloofness as advocated in 
the ethics of Epicurus, the world would come to a standstill 
The pleasure-philosophy of Epicurus, if carried to the extreme, 
would reduce life to a supremely peaceful — and supremely un- 
palatable — foretaste of death 

There was, however, one positive aspect to Epicurus’ nega- 
tive philosophy of pleasure And this was his insistence upon the 
gospel of friendship Epicurus had a genius for friendship 
Though he lived on bread and water, he always tned to break his 
bread in the company of a friend “It is more important to know 
with whom we are to eat,” he said, “than what we are to eat ” 
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His philosophy, to be sure, was self-centered, but it was a 
shared selfishness that he preached The only way to be happy, 
he said, is to invite others to partake of your happiness — not 
because it is noble to do so, but because it is expedient ‘Tt is not 
possible to live pleasantly without living wisely and justly and 
generously ” Treat others as you want them to treat you In- 
flict no injury in order that you may suffer no injury Li\e and 
let live 

For this life of ours is meant to be a festival of friends Culti- 
vate the genius of friendship Make a religion of it Worship it 
For friendship is a sweet and beautiful and holy thing 1 he sym- 
pathy of tAe friendship is the only certain gift we possess in 
this world of doubtful worth If the sufferings of life can recon- 
cile us to death, then the holiness of friendship can reconcile us 
to life 


VI 

The sympathy of his friends reconciled Epicurus to his own 
sufferings Poserty, bereavement and disease made his life in- 
deed a thing of doubtful value Yet wc find him, on his very 
deathbed, writing the following letter to a friend “And now, 
as I am passing this last and blessed day of my life, I write to 
you Stranguiy (a painful disease of the bladder) has laid hold 
of me and wracking torments beyond which suffering cannot 
endure But over against alf this I set my joy in the memoj y of 
our thoughts and words together in the past ” 

Such was the last testament of this wise and gentle master 
w'hose name is now associated with so foolish and ungentle a 
creed No philosopher has cv cr been more j ev cred No philos- 
opher has t » ^ been less understood 
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Chief Work of Marcus Aurelius 

Meditations These meditations do not represent a systematized 
outline of Stoicism They arc rather disconnected fragments of 
Stoic thought jotted down at odd moments — in the m’dst of 
administrative duties or in the intervals between battles Hence 
their philosophic incompleteness and their dramatic charm 

Among the best English versions of the Meditations tire those 
of George Long (1862, revised and reissued in 1900), G H 
Rendall (1898) and J Jackson (1906) 



Marcus Aurelius 

121-180 



MARCUS AURELIUS commenced his reign (m i6i) the 
mighty Roman Empire had passed the vigor of its youth It 
was rapidly approaching the decline of old age Under the 
Caesars the Empire had delighted in its conquests, now, under 
the Antonmes, it was ripe for philosophy 
For philosophy thrives in the sick chamber of civilization 
When men have been struck a great body blow in their material 
fortunes they turn to the affairs of the mind It is only through 
periodic illness that the world reflects, and it is only through 
reflection that the world is worthy of survival When empires 
fall philosophy begins In the case of Greek philosophy a great 
disaster, the dcstiuction of the Athenian Empire, had set the 
stage for Plato, Aristotle, the Epicureans and the Stoics These 
teachers tried to discover a path of moral conduct along which 
the individual might safely travel whilst the pillars of his 
national civilization lay m rums 

Plato had dreamed of a new ideal state to rise above the ruins 
of the old This ideal state was to be ruled by a philosopher- 
king If ever a man was destined to remake the world and to 
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raise its citizens to the stature of demigods, it would be such a 
ruler With great material resources at his disposal, and with 
great resouices of the mind as well, with the armies of men to 
follow him and with the wisdom of God to lead him on, such a 
philosopher-king might bung the Utopiait dream of Plato to a 
practical reality But he must have good material to build with 
There must be a great empire foi the great emperor, a healthy 
body for the healthy mind 

Such was the dream of Plato And it seemed as if the Rome of 
Marcus Aurelius might fulfill that dream The Roman Empire, 
stretching from the northern tip of England to equatorial 
Africa ail^ from the Atlantic Ocean to the Euphiates, had at 
long last, in Marcus Aurelius, received its philosopher-king 
But Plato’s dream was as far from fulfillment as ever For Rome 
under the rule of Marcus Aurelius presented the spectacle of an 
unhealthy body with a healthy mind Rome was powerful, but 
It was not sound In its long and aggressive fight for victory this 
overambitious empire had bled itself dry 

II 

At the age of eleven Marcus Aurelius decided he would be 
a philosopher He adopted the shabby cloak of the Cynics, ate 
simple food and slept on a hard cot His imagination was fired 
by the personalities of thS gnarled old patriarchs from Athens 
who brought to Rome their schools of philosophy and their 
vermin They walked with bowed heads and with hands folded 
behind their backs and lectured on the greatness of the uni- 
verse and the littleness of man And thcv practiced what they 
preached, -hese Cynics who derided pleasure and these Stoics 
who ignoied pain They retired from the world of men and 
became voluntary prisoners behind the bars of their principles 
But these men were n».' emperors In renouncing the world they 
had nothing to lose but their sorrow It was something new for 
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a prince to be converted A pnnee m the mightiest empire of 
the ancient world 

When Marcus Aurelius was eighteen his uncle, the Emperor 
Pius Antoninus, had adopted him as his son and successor to 
the vast realm But meanwhile the precocious lad had dis- 
co\ ered an even vaster realm — ^the realm of the spirit He was 
annoyed that he couldn’t devote the rest of his life to philosophy, 
but he resigned himself to his fate Already he showed within 
him the makings of a Stoic 

His uncle spared no effort in educating Marcus to the throne 
He gave him the foremost teachers in rhetoric and in history 
He hardened Iiim to the saddle of the war horse He started him 
on a care cr of statesmanship He bestowed upon him the title 
of Caesar In the palace the young prince recei\ ed the flattery 
of the coui tiers, in the barracks he was dulled in aimy maneu- 
\(rs, in the quiet of his study he speculated on the “wherefore 
of empire, the whence of ambition and the whither of life ” 
The conser\ati\c and practieal-mmded nobility would have 
been gra\c]y shocked had they realized what was going on in 
the mind of their future emperor The Romans were a nation 
who acted first and speculated afterwards And irony of ironies, 
here was a ro)al philosopher in then midst’ 

He ascended the throne at the death of his foster father The 
throne of the Caesars — founded in treachery, dedicated to op- 
pression, sustained with bloodshed As he donned the purple 
he made a mental rcserxation to himself “lake care not to be- 
come Caesaiified ” Other idealists had ^renounced riches for 
poverty Aurelius had been compelled to renounce po\ erty for 
riches It was liard for a philosopher to content himself with a 
crown It was distasteful for a scholar to plunge into a career 
of politics and battles He had inhciited an empire of snarling 
beasts He must devote his life to the solution of quarrels not of 
his own making, he was tied to the enmes and folhes of his an- 
cestors The barbarian hordes throughout the Empire, smarting 
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under the lash of ii\ e centunes of Roman aggression, were 
ready to revolt And when the philosopher Marcus Aurehus 
assumed the throne the storm broke The barbarians had no 
respect for the meaitations of an emperor, they respected only 
his armies 

He sent an army to put down the uprising of the Parthians 
east of the Tigiis The w ar was terminated successfully by Lucius 
Verus, an a(l()[)tccl brother of his whom Aurelius had made co- 
ruhr of the 1 rnpiic at his accession He had hoped that Lucius 
would attend to the piactical business of the state whilst he 
himscll al(< ruled to his philosophy But Lucius Verus died, and 
us Auk lius Wci'. U It alone with his kingdom — a dangerous 
to\ loi wliK li lu had n^) taste His head was full of philosophy 
but his hiinds \\<ie kill of trouble The barbaiians had flamed 
into a new ie\oll I lu Quadi and the Marcomanni had swept 
into th( pi<)\itK(s of the Danube The races north of the Alps 
wen ftasting tlu n (\(s on Italy and then hearts on a desire for 
plunder llu niii;ht\ Roman structure was sagging Marcus 
AurchuMosc to llu (uia^ion He collected money for defense by 
selling the io\al siKuw.iie and the palace jewelry at a public 
aiKlum Ht (onMii[)t(d the gladiatois fiom the Coliseum, the 
sla\rs liom the nitirkci", the thie\es and the murderers from 
e\ci\ (Oilier of ilu 1 nipiie, and at the head of this nondescript 
arm\ lu pi u ( d hinisi II *iiid his books He marched to the East, 
pitched his U iit and ^ti down to aw^ait the oniush of the Quadi 
At night, In tlu ilukci of an oil lamp, as the wind w^histled 
agiiinst llu (aijvas flap and the wolves howled m the distance, 
Ilf s( i down his ihonglils on the sadness of fate and the sa\agery 
ol wai Most ol llu um*iining years of his life he spent m the 
WMriioi s UiU at tlu btUih front, to safeguard the fimpiie that 
had 1 (fn wislud upon him But every leisure moment that he 
could ^pu-ic Irom tlu ^word he devoted to his pen Another 
w.iinoi iu fort him had di\ ided his time between the sword and 
tlic pen But Juhua Catsar had exploited his literary talent to 
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further the glory of his vanity Marcus Aurelius undertook a 
more modest and more noble task — to demonstrate the vamty 
of his glory 

III 

The roman legions defeated the Quadi Some of the soldiers 
belie\ed it was the triumph of the doctrine of brotheihood that 
had turned the trick For there were strange conscripts among 
the emperor’s legions — men who professed to follow the teach- 
ings of a certain Nazaiene And they called up to their leader 
in hca\en to stop the baibarians The Quadi, with their greater 
numbers, had surrounded the Romans They had cut them off 
from their water supply Suddenly the gieal clouds in heaven 
burst open and the rain came down The hard-pressed warriors 
of the empcior held out their helmets and drank to their hearts^ 
content And then another miracle happened Lightning struck 
down with swift \cngeancc from the sky The Quadi were en- 
gulfed in a hundred files But — so went the story — not a Roman 
was touched It wms a mighty victory for Mai cus Aurelius But the 
little band of Christians spread the new^s of this miracle through- 
out the world and hailed the battle as aMCtory for Christianity. 

Mate us Auichus and Christianity Though a pagan in train- 
ing, the emjieror-philosophcr was a Christian at heart Ke re- 
jected the miiaclc of the conquest For he didn’t belie\e m the 
God of Battle He did, howx\er, believe in the God of Love He 
bche\ed m the fatherhood of God and m the biotherhood of 
Man He sympathized with his fedlow men, fiis co-pai tners in the 
uimcrsal biotherhood of soriow ‘T cannot be angry with my 
brothcis,” he wrote, ‘‘or sever myself from them For we are 
made by nature to help one another, like the feet, the hands, 
the eyelids, the upper and the lower lows of teeth ” 

Yet the Christian “brotheis” of Marcus Aurelius were out- 
laws in the Roman state Christianity was the religion of the 
dispossessed It had descended “like the gentle ram from 
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heaven” upon the hearts of the sla\es 5 of the overburdened 
toilers, of the discouraged peasants who had been robbed of 
their freeholdings and herded by a class of wealthy exploiters 
into faim gangs on the soil Society had failed the common 
man And the common man, ha\mg lost his faith in this world, 
was passionately in seal eh of a hope lor the next world Christian- 
ity supplied this hope 

The think( rs of the Roman world had also lost then faith For 
they saw about them an aggressive monster, the \ietorious 
Roman Kmpiie — i power that knew how to cluiclc and rule 
but not l^’iw to unite and go\ ci n Fhes saw a p( >ljtie il and social 
and military system whi( h implanted in the hearts of the people 
no allegiance but only liatnd and cynicism and feai Yet, un- 
like the Christians, they" were unwilling to subscribe to a cult of 
emotional piopagandi that placed levclation abo\e reason 
Instead they flocked to the schools of philosophy to find a way 
out Ihev remained indifferently loyal to the apparently in- 
different old gods Ihcii chief concern was with the certain 
^-orrows of tins woild rathet than wutli the uncertain joys of the 
next 1 hey didn’t expect to contiol the eouisc of history, but at 
least they tried to control their own thoughts They snecicd at 
the Christian refoimers who sought to remold the fellowship of 
the earth into something moie akin to then dream of hea\en 
The Roman philosophers weic not communists who behesed m 
social equality, they were anarchists wlio had no sociai beliefs 
whatsocvci They dixided themscKcs into two mam groups 
the Epic ui cans and the Stoics The one group advocated, “En- 
joy life while you can, for tomoirow you may be dead”, the 
ether, “Endure life while you can, for tumoirow you may still 
be ali\c Li) suffer ” 

Yet the Gently Caipcnter had gone a step beyond the Stoics 
“Do not accept suffering,” He had said, ^^choose it Help one an- 
other to bear life’s common cross, that in so doing you may 
lighten one another s burden ” 
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IV 

j* 

Marcus aurelius was half Christian and half Stoic And he 
had good nec d both Oi his Christian patience and of his Stoic 
indiffcicncc For tioublcs were heaping themselves upon his 
head Rumois Iiad reached him that one of his most trusted 
generals, Axidius Cassius, was raising the standaid oi rc\olt in 
S^iia “AMdius,’” jested the punsters, ‘'is a\id to b( cmpcior ” 
This amliiliOLis soldici had gamed a name for himself through 
his Mgorous suppression of rebellions m Arabia and m Egypt 
He di earned, it was whispcicd, that he was another Brutus 
whose miS:)ion it W'as to fiec Rome ftom the cmpeior-dictator 
He wan a nstless soldici who chafed at liis cornpaiatne in- 
actiMty under the mihtuy leadership ejf a philosopher Born 
undci the hot oncntal sun, he was a daik-skmiicd man with a 
daik mind that could easily haibor disloyal thoughts But 
MaiH Ameliiis shrugged his shoulders at the rumois of dis- 
lo) alt) ‘He IS a good geneial, str ic t and bra\ e , the state cannot 
do without him ’’ Besides, no one had stepped forward with a 
dirce t accusation There was no eoiierete c\idcncc for the whis- 
peiccl charges Confidcntl) the emperor turned his mind to 
othei matters He must reject the human uigc to indulge in 
petty iccriminations against his friends Life was too serious for 
that sort of thing Flic philosophic soul must jump to no hasty 
decisions “Do c\ery deed, speak eveiy word, think e\ery 
thought in the knowledge that you may end your days at any 
moment,” he confided to his books 

Mcanwliilc the tieachcry of Avidius, so the rumor went, had 
taken a more dangerous turn The ambitious general, it was 
whispered, was now casting his eyes not only upon the emperor’s 
kingdom but upon the emperor’s wife This new tidbit of gossip 
look on like wildfire People began to hint that the marnage 
between the emperor and his cousin, Faustina, had never been 
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sanctioned with the blessings of love And yet there were many 
instances to con\incc the intimate friends of the royal family 
that Marcus Aurelius was a tender husband Hadn’t he written 
numerous letters to his old tutor, Fronto, expressing his affec- 
tion for Faustina^ Hadn’t she borne him over a dozen children^ 
Was she not always, when her royal husband was at home, as 
solicitous about his comfort as he was about hers^ And now that 
he had pitched his tent on the field of battle, she was as faithful 
as Penelope — insisted their friends — weaving in the palace and 
waiting for his return 

But A\idius was not willing to wait He suddenly spread a 
report t^t the emperor was dead He rallied his legions to back 
him as the new emperor The people of x\ntioch followed him 
to a man The governor of Egypt joined him 

When the news of the rebellion reached Marcus he called his 
troops together ‘Tellow soldiers,” he addressed them, ‘‘my 
\ery best friend has plotted to o\ci throw me and has forced me 
against my will to take the field I enter upon this campaign 
with the conviction that I have neither committed any act of 
injustice against Avidius nor left undone anything that I ought 
to have done for him ” He had no indignation to express, no 
complaint to voice, he told his legions “There is only one 
thing I am afraid of, fellow soldiers — for I shall speak the whole 
truth to you — and that is that Avidius Cassius may kill himself 
to avoid the shame of corning into my presence or that some- 
one else, knowing that I am on the way to take the field against 
him, may do the deed Then I shall be robbed of the greatest 
prize of the victor, such as no man ever had ” And what was 
this prized “To forgive the man who has done me wiong, to 
remain a fiiend to him who has broken his friendship with 
me 

The revolt lasted only a hundred days As Marcus Aurelius 
had predicted one of Avidius’ own followers assassinated him 
“I shall spare his wife and his children,” announced the philoso- 
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pher-warrion He sent the senate a message in which he en* 
joined them from putting to death any of the soldiers who had 
taken part in the rebellion *‘Let the banished come home, let 
the proscnbed take back their property I wish that I could 
recall from the dead the poor victims who have already suffered 
the penalty ” 

The hardened politicians of the Empire shuddered at the 
mercy of their emperor They wondered whether he was fair to 
his own family in thus sparing the family of the archtraitor 
But Marcus Aurelius quieted their fears with a shrug of the 
shoulders For he was a Stoic and a fatalist ‘Tf my family de- 
serves to be lo\ed more than the family of Avidius, the gods 
will enable us, and not them, to sit upon the throne ” 

Having thus disposed of the conspirator’s family, he set out, 
together with Faustina and with his son Commodus, to visit 
the cities that had joined the conspiracy But he came with a 
message of forgiveness and not of revenge When he reached the 
village of Halala, at the foot of Mount Taurus, Faustina fell ill 
and died In spite of the scandalous stones he had heard about 
her behavior, m spite of his own suspicions, he had never ceased 
to love his queen Her death was a terrible blow He built a 
golden image of Faustina to accompany him on his campaigns 
He founded a home for destitute girls in her memory He offered 
prayers and tears to her statue And yet, though he sorrowed 
over death, he did not fear it Nor did he fear life He must live 
his life, as he would meet his death, bravely He returned to the 
old front, for the barbarians had not yet ceased to make trouble 
Existence was “a warfare and a journey in a strange land ” He 
went back to his battles and his books, ‘‘victorious over pain 
and pleasure, independent of what otheis may do or may fail to 
do For the life of the body is but a river, and the life of the 

oul a misty dream ” 

Finally (in 179) he defeated the last of the rebellious tnbes 
The Empire was secure — for a time But the emperor had con- 
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traded a disease from his long exposure in camp, and he lay 
deathly ill 

V 

The stoic philosophy of Marcus Aurelius, like Chiistianity, 
was a product of tlie East The founder of Stoicism, the Semitic 
Zeno, was a spiritual brother of the old Hebrew piophcts His 
people were Phoenician He had come to Greece from the island 
of Cyprus and had set up a school of philosophy at Atliens A 
swarthy Isaiah, careless of the opinions and the con\entions of 
society A sunburnt rebel with a passion for justice A hardened 
cynic with gentle eyes, a citizen of the unnerse looking upon 
the morals of the earth and the immortal stars m the hca\ ens as 
his fellow citizens Like his brother dreamers in Judea, he was 
inspired with the comiction that God is One “God is ethei 
God is air God is the spirit of ethereal fiie God gocth to and 

fro throughout all that is God is mind God is soul God is 
nature’’ The Hebrews called Him Jehovah The adopted son 
of Athens identified him with Zeus One God, one human 
family, one law “Ye shall all have one law and one custom — 
like a flock, herded under one crook, that feedeth together ” 
This Stoic philosophy of Zeno, like the other schools of 
Athenian thought, had emigrated to the Imperial City when 
Greece came under the conquering oibit of Rome The Romans 
appropriated these alien scliools of philosophy, as they appiopri- 
ated their alien captives, and pressed them into the service of 
Ihcir practical life They rejected the metaphysics of the various 
philosophies and accepted their ethics For they cared little 
about the mysteries of the heavens They were concerned 
mainly with the realities of the earth 
The reali philosophers of Rome found Stoicism especially 
to their liking For die Stoics taught that if man couldn’t banish 
the sorrows and the evils of the world he could at least discipline 
his own will tc endure them courageously And furthermore, by 

[6o] 



MARCUS AURELIUS 

a process of intellectual acrobatics, the Stoic could even become 
optimistic about the imperfections of the world For actually — 
he maintained — theie was nothing evil m experience Only 
popular credence made it so The world was good, for it was 
governed in accordance with the laws of nature “All events 
arc merely natural processes and have no intrinsic moral values, 
whether good or bad ” If we feel that Providence has struck us 
too keen a blow, wc must remember that we arc in no position 
to judge the woi kings of the entire universe from our own 
mortal — and moral — vantage spot Flieie is notlimg good and 
nothing bad l)ut thinking makes it so We sufftr from our 
opinions, fiom our limited vision It is possible for us to make 
ourselves mislortunc-pioof by adopting a simple formula If 
unfulfilled desires are the bane of our existence, let us limit our 
desires to the scope of our ability to fulfill them Since the ma- 
teiial goods of life are so fleeting and lare, let us be content with 
our spiritual goods — a good mind and a good cliaracter Call 
these the positive viitius Fix them as the ultimate meaning of 
life And consider that cveiythmg else is mdiffercnt Health, 
illness, pleasure, pam, riches, poverty — all these have no mean- 
ing Even death, though it destroy the mind as well as the body, 
the good chaiaetcr as well as the good foitune, must be regarded 
as a negative cvTnt For death may destroy the philosopher but 
not his philosophy It kills the mind of the indiv idual, but it docs 
not disturb the majesty of the world The majestic order of 
nature is bound to outlast all the little minds of those w^ho seek 
to define it Learn, therefore, to be indiflprent to your fate For 
all of us are subjet t to the same fate m the end All of us alike, 
from the highest to the lowest, aic the equally helpless puppets 
of an inevitalilc and impartial destiny 
This cieed denied all the artificial ciitcna whereby men were 
divided into classes of master and slave, king and commoner, 
rich and poor It struck the very keynote of democracy All 
events are to be faced with equanimity, all men are equal 
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Interestingly enough, it was the slave, Epictetus, who converted 
the emperor, Marcus Aurelius, to the democratic gospel of Stoic 
philosophy Men are born to different stations in life, wrote 
Epictetus, but at the moment of death the destitute are amply 
compensated For death serves to take away more from those 
who have more and less from those who have less And if the 
rich, sobered by this leveling of human fortune, had their lives 
to live all over again, they wouldn’t take a penny less Nor the 
poor a penny more For nature has too great a sense of humoi to 
let man profit by his experience Nothing changes, no human 
nature ever grows better or worse, more human or less human 
Indeed, there is no yardstick for human progress Man is forever 
steppmi? gingerly on a treadmill that churns the \ast infinite 
waters of the past and the future He has nothing to lose but his 
footing, nothing to gain but a few more moments in a struggle 
to keep his balance be foie he topples o\ei Why should he try to 
moralize and classify things into the beautiful and the ugly, 
the good and the bad, when all he can observe around him is the 
stretch of the earth and the heavens^ They arc neither beautiful 
nor ugly, neither good nor evil, but vast, overwhelming, eternal 
They are natuie And nature is the only true reality Let u^ 
adapt ourselves to this reality Let us live in accordance with 
the laws of nature 

It is the irony of man’s foolishness — obscr\"es Marcus Aurelius 
— that in the midst of his impotence he should be spurred on by 
an ambition for glory* “^Camillus, Cacso, \^olesus, Leonnatus, 
after them Scipio and Cato, Augustus, Hadrian and Antoninus 
— all are forgotten All things hasten to an end, shall speedily 
seem old fables, to be mouthed for an instant and then to be 
buried in oblivion ” Rome too* The grandeur and the glory of 
an empire ‘S but the report of gossipy narrators, a handful of 
pebbles and dust to be dug up by archaeologists groping among 
the rums 

Is there, then, no hope for mankind^ Yes^ replies Marcus 
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Aurelius, there is the ultimate hope of renouncing all hope. In 
thus renouncing hope, man can free himself from his greatest 
enemy — disappointment Indeed, he can become a mirthless 
apotheosis of julbilation, decked out in sackcloth and ashes All 
he must do is to drink deep with his mind into the intoxication 
of complete apathy Let us be, like the gods, indifferent to the 
buffetings of fate “Take me up and cast me where you will I 
shall have serene within me my own divinity ” Here is the 
achievement of supreme triumph through supreme abnegation 
Yet even the Stoic reaches the limit of self-denial Theie is a 
margin beyond which humility pays no di\ idcnds When all is 
said and done, there is an acti\ e as well as a passive side to the 
philosophy of Marcus Aurelius He is indifferent to his fortune, 
but he is not indifferent to his duty And this duty is — to govern 
his own soul and his Roman subjects firmly but fairly Live in 
accordance with nature — that is, in accordance with the laws of 
reason For there is a ruling reason m the universe whose ulti- 
mate purpose is co-ordination, interdependence, reciprocity — in 
a word, justice 

Justice to his fellows and indifference to his fate — this was the 
highest \ irtue in the philosophy of Marcus Aurelius This, and 
fearlessness in the face of death “Banish the fear of death by 
regarding it not with supeistition oi awe but merely as one of 
the natural functions m the cycle of life, such as eating and 
drinking, sleep and sex ” 

Like Epicurus, Maicus Aurelius argues that death is nothing 
more than the dissolution ol the elements of which every human 
being IS compounded Does not the conservation of energy pre- 
serve every atom in the univcise^ “And if in their successive 
interchanges no harm befalls the elements, why should one sus- 
pect any harm in the change and the drsolution of the whole^ 
Death IS natural, and nothing natural can be evil 

This IS the very summit of self-conquest For where there 
is no evil there need be no fear “If in death all sense be ex- 
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tinguished, there can be no sense of loss But if a dilferent sort 
of sense be acquired, you become a different creature and do 
not cease to live ” 

The Stoic philosophers did not trouble themselves about the 
problems of an afterlife And this is the reason for their equa- 
mmit> For if theie is no indnidual immortality, the evils ofhfe 
aie forever stilled, and the individual cannot even reahze that 
he has been cheated out of his hope of eternity If, on the other 
hand, there is immoitahty for the individual, well and good 
Unlike the Chiistians, the Stoies did not believe in a last judg- 
ment either of damnation or of salv ation But they did belicv e 
in a futi^ie eteinity iithei of conscious oi of unconscious peace 
Free fiom the fcai of hell, they vveic able to a great extent to fiee 
themselves from the Icar of death Hence tlicir supreme sense 
of self-eonquest The Stoics felt that they could affoid the 
luxury of self-annihilation But they won this eaithly vietory 
at a tremendous price — the sacrifice of their heavenly hope 

VT 

It was the WINIER OF i8o A D Marcus Auiclius lay dying in 
his tent He was only fifty-nine years old A strange, paradoxical, 
discontented failure of a man, this emperoi-solchei-philosophvr 
who had preached contentment all his life The Dr Jckyll and 
Mr Hyde of the ancient wcyld \t night, in the quiet of his study, 
he had been the ardent scholar and sensitive poet who was 
searching his own heart and weaving the substance of his 
thought into the plan of a better woilcl for happier men But in 
the daytime, amidst the clash of arms, he had become the per- 
fect commander who swept to victory bv the Romaq formula 
of no suneuder and no mercy His convictions had been greater 
than his courage ‘My city and country, so fai as I am Marcus 
Aarelius,” he had written in his Meditations, “is Rome, but so 
far as I am a man, it is the world ” Yet m actual life he had for- 
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gotten that he was a man, he had merely remembered that he 
was a Roman He had taught magnanimity to his fellow men 
“If you cannot maintain a true magnanimous character, go 
courageously into some cornel where you can maintain it, or if 
even there you fail^ c’qiait at once from life ” Yet in his treat- 
ment of tlic Christians he had been the direct opposite of mag- 
nanimous Regarding tlieir gentleness as a menace to the 
impel lahstic dreams of tlic Roman Empire, he had ordered 
their leader s to be ci uc ified He was a good man in liad company 
Living in Rome, he had been compelled to do as the Romans 
And ncm as he ] \y d)mg in his tent he thought of his miscast 
role in the fitlul drama of life His mind had been fashioned 
“for nobler times and calmer hearts ” He had aimr d at eon- 
tentment and he had won gloiy msteid Yet “glory is nothing 
but a \apor and afici fame is oblivion ” 

Vanity of vanities The hie of Marcus Aurelius, his pomp, his 
ambitions, his wars, his victories, his triumphs — all vanity* 

The Romans wcic glad to see him go They wanted a leader 
who was less of a philosopher and more of a warrior His son 
Commodus and his other hens were anxious, foolish little men, 
to come into then w^oildly inheritance The d)ing emperor 
(lasped Ins mantle tiglitl) about him “I am leaving a life from 
which my v(r\ partners, for whom I toikd and prayed and 
planned, aic wishing me to depart Why, then, strive for a 
longer life^” 

VII 

* 

There is a story that when Marcus Aurelius died the Olympian 
gods held a banquet in his honor hx. his right sat the Emperors 
Augustus, Tiberius and Vespasian At his left sat the other great 
Roman emperors — Nerva, Trajan, Hadiian and his own foster 
father, Antoninus Pius Nero and Caligula, however, had been 
refused admittance at the door Jupiter announced a contest to 
decide as to which of the emperors had been the greatest Roman. 
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Each candidate stood up in turn and made a short address m his 
own behalf Most of them boasted of their conquests But when 
the time came for Marcus Aurehus to speak he merely said 
a humble philosopher, have cherished the ambition never 
to give pain to another ” 

Marcus Aurelius, concludes the story, was thereupon crowned 
the greatest of Romans But not the greatest of men For Marcus 
Aurelius the philosopher was thwarted in his ambition by 
Marcus Aurelius the king 
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Important Works by Aquinas 


Summa Tkeologtca 
Summa Contra Gentiles 
Disputed Qjiestions 
Comment"' rjcs on Boethius 
On Divine Pfamss 


On the Book of Causes 
Comment irits on Aristotle’s 
Physics, Metaphysics, Ethics, 
Politics, etc 


One of the best mc.dern editions of the works of Thomas 
Aquinas is the Leo XIII Edition (Rome, 1882) 



Saint Thomas Aquinas 

1225-1274 



The count of aquino lived in a castk high up in the moun- 
tains of Italy He was a military man, descendant of the Lom- 
bard kings, and nephew to the Holy Roman emperor He was a 
man of the woild And six of his seven sons were men of the 
world like him But his seventh son, Thomas, “disgraced’* him 
He prefer! cd thinking to fighting, in spite of the fact that he was 
named after his grandfather, who had been the commander of 
the imperial forces 

Thomas Aquino was a sturdy lad He had huge oxlikc eyes 
There was a ca\ern of undei standing in them And behind them 
was a head full of common sense He left his brothers to their 
warlike games and joined his elders to’ hear the stones of the 
mendicant ftiars who stopped at his father’s house Most of the 
time he would deposit his large body — for it was large — in a 
corner, away fiom the rest of his family, and ponder about the 
most inexplicable things On stormy nights, as he lay abed and 
listened to the rolling of the thunder over the crags of Rocca 
Secca, he would ask himself questions about God, that mis- 
interpreted and abused and maligned Father of men In His 
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name legions of His children were sentenced to a life of har<» 
labor on the soil for the benefit of the lords and ladies of the 
land In His name armies of “believers” were butchenng the 
“unbehevers” who ventured to love Him in their own un- 
orthodox way There was something wrong about all this, 
thought Thomas Perhaps, when he grew to be a man, he would 
learn how to nght this wrong 

He went to study at Naples He spent seven years mastenng 
the sciences and the rhetoric and the theology of the school 
curnculum When he returned home he was eighteen — an age 
at which his brothers had taken the lance and joined their 
father’s military force Here was the finest physical specimen of 
them all What a soldier he would make for his country and his 
king^ It was a severe blow to the count when Thomas flatly re- 
fused to become a soldier Why, fighting was as natural an instinct 
to the sons of a nobleman as mating The w^ellbom Italian of 
those days had a threefold duty m life — to breed, to lead, to bleed 

But then if Thomas didn’t choose to fight, he could at least 
take a degree in theology and become a bishop The Church, 
too, was a great career Social prestige and money and all kinds 
of honor accrued to the bishopric The Aquino family, that had 
sprung fiom kings, could do worse than exchange the scepter 
for the keys of St Peter Indeed, the most powerful men in this 
theocratic world of theirs were not the kings but the bishops 
For they had the ear of God 

But at school in Naples Thomas had looked long and stead- 
fastly out over the bay He had feasted his eyes for many years 
on the solitary vastitude of the sea And he had beheld the 
vision of a lean and gentle beggar, Francis of Assisi, the patron 
of the poo» Francis, too, like Thomas Aquino, had been bom 
of wealthy parents But he had laughed at the silly little accident 
of his birth and had given up his riches 

“Father,” «-aid Thomas now that he was h^me again, “I wish 
to be a friar ” 
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“A whaP A ragged, barefooted fhar^” 

“Yes, Father 

“And take the vows of poverty^ And give up your career^ 
And go hungry and beg for alms^ An Aquino of Rocca Secca^ 
Impossible'” 

“It was possible for Francis of Assisi ” 

“He was a madman'” cried the count 
“He was a saint,” corrected Thomas 

II 

His mother sent letters to the Pope, urging His Holiness to 
“rescue her son from his madness ” The archbishop of Naples 
piomiscd to do what he could to prc\ent the Dominican order 
fiom accepting Thomas The young man, indignant at his 
family’s interference with his chosen career, left home He set 
out for Pans with a group of friars who had become his friends 
But one day, as he was resting on his journey by the roadside, 
sc\cral horsemen galloped up to him and tried to carry him off 
He recognized his brothers among Ins assailants 
He drew back “What in the Lord’s name are you trying to 
do^” 

“In the Lord’s name we are going to bring you back to your 
senses Come along, we have our family honor to uphold ” 

“I belong to a greater family than yours,” countered Thomas. 
He tiled with all his prodigious strength to fight them off But in 
vain They overpowered him and earned him to a tower in the 
vicinity of Rocca Secca Here they made him prisoner His 
%thcr came to plead with him 

“Give me back my hood,” demanded the young man 
‘ Keep your hood,” said the count wearily “Adopt the 
monastic life if you will Only I beg of you to accept the position 
of abbot at Monte Casino for my sake ” 

But Thomas Aquinas was obstinate “I do not care to be a 
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leader I wish to spend my life as a humble follower of the 
Lord ” ^ 

His mother came to him with tears in her eyes “Remember, 
my son, you aic descended from princes Frederick Hohen- 
staufen is your cousin ” 

“He IS an infidel ” 

Relenting somewhat, his family brought him books to read 
They could not bear to see him suffer unduly Surely Aiistotlc’s 
Metaphysics and Peter Lombard’s Sentences couldn’t defeat tlicir 
purpose And they brought him something more lo\(ly than 
books — a female companion 1 hey hoped the sight of a beautiful 
face coifld convert him to common sense The woman was a 
gentle symbol of what the outside world might offer to a young 
man who would recant 

It was a cold day when the young woman was brought to him 
Thomas was busily stirring the fire in the hearth, and it w^as 
across the flames that he beheld hci face To whom could it 
belong but to a salamander, a magic spirit of lust who would 
bang only evil in its embrace^ He drew a fagot fiom the lieMith 
and shook it at the visitor She witlidiew in haste And Thomas, 
in a wild ecstasy, traced a symbol on the wall of liis prison cell 
Tradition has it tliat it was the sign of the cioss 
Another woman visited Aquinas — his sister Marietta “I will 
help you to escape from the tower I have softened the heaits of 
our brothers We admire your courage ” 

They came with a basket and a rope And they lowered him 
to the ground in the pitch of the night Then they wished him 
Godspeed 

III 


He took His BRFVIARY, tied together a bundle of bread and 
cheese and fruit and set out once more over the dusty road to 
Pans Groups of pilgiims passed along in silent meditation 
Cavalcades of noblemen rode by in arrogant splendor Beggars 

[7^] 



AQUINAS 

sat on the roadside and held out their hands for scraps of food. 
The young friar who was escaping from his fortune crossed the 
plains of Lombardy, footsore, sharing his bread with the hungry 
and sleeping in barns Finally he reached Pans after a journey of 
fifteen hundred mile But when he armed at the great um- 
\ersity city he learned that the famous professor Albertus 
Magnus, from whose fountain of scholarship lie wished to drink, 
was lecturing at Cologne So he crossed the Rhine and con- 
tinued on his way to Cologne He entered the crowded lecture 
hall and sat at the feet of Albertus 

Seldom in history does the head of one man contain so great 
a proportion of the knowledge of his time Albertus was a walk- 
ing and talking summary of mcdie\al culture He continued 
the great tradition of Aristotle, scanning the heasens for the 
constellations, tlu sea for fish, the air for fowl But he was not 
intcn sled, like Aristotle, m scanning human nature for the true 
and the false There was no n( ed of doing that, he said He had 
been born a Chnstian, therefore he took the teaching of Christ 
for granted Students from all o\ er Europe flocked to his lectures 
The) were fascinated by him Ihomas Ac^umas, it was to be 
expected, would be no exception 

And )ct to his fellow students he did seem to be an exception 
lie sat quietly for houis listening, taking no part m the general 
discussion of the students, offering no suggestions or comments 
on the subjects discussed All the other students paraded their 
knowledge But Thomas was the least star m this firmament of 
culture He hung aloft in his solitude and flickered e\ er so faintly 
whilst the lesser lights blazed shamelessly far below him His 
fellow students weie unable to get a word out of him They 
marv cled at his huge head and ponderous frame He was as big 
as an ox Ind^ ed, they called him “the dumb ox ” One day a 
student who prided himself on being a wag looked out of the 
window during a recess between lectures and cried, “Look, look, 
there is a bull flying overhead Thomas Aquinas stuck his head 
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out of the window, only to be greeted by a howl of densive 
laughter He faced the company solemnly There was contempt 
wntten across his face “I’m not fool enough to believe that a 
bull can fly through the air,” he said “But, on the other hand, I 
couldn’t believe that a man of God would stoop to tell a he ” 

Albertus became curious about the silent young man One 
day he called him into his study and asked him a few questions 
He discussed theology with him and grammar and metaphysics 
and logic At his next lecture he announced to the crowded 
SLSsemblage “You call our brother Thomas a dumb ox, do you^ 
I tell you that someday the whole world will listen to his bellow- 
ing ” i 

IV 

Thomas and albertus became close friends When Albertus 
was transferred to the University of Pans, Aquinas followed him 
Here he continued his studies until he received a bachelor’s 
degree iii theology For it was his purpose to combine the hu- 
mility of St Francis with the scholarship of St Augustine He 
had taken the black friars’ garb as a vow to God But he was not 
interested merely in living a life of the good heart He was 
anxious to dedicate himself also to a life of the good mind St 
Francis had inspired men with the drama of Christianity, Thomas 
Aquinas wanted to enlighten them with philosophy of Christi- 
anity ' 

At the age of thirty-three he was appointed professor of re- 
hgion at the University of Pans Here he found himself en- 
trenched in the theological atmosphere of the day — the powerful 
fortress of logic which had been raised to protect the gentle 
spint offa^th The Catholic religion was upheld by an intricate 
system of s\llogisms and subtleties of reason that had trans- 
formed theolog} fiom a philosophy into a science The Gospels 
had been gn en the sanction of Aristotle, that great “Christian 
metaphysician” who had never heard of Christ Aristotle had 
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defined the world as a product of substance and form ThU^ 
substance is the stuff out of which the world is made The form 
IS the potential energy which has put the world into a state of 
ever becoming, of ever striving for higher and higher modes of 
expression The form or energy of the world was pnor to the 
substance When the form entered the substance the woild 
began 

The Aristotelian philosophy was now imported from the 
pagan into the Christian world to prove the central doctnne 
of Catholic theology — the Word made Flesh m Christ Aris- 
totle’s form is the divinity of Christ, Aiistotle’s substance is His 
flesh Satisfied with this Christian interpretation of Aristotle’s 
philosophy , the scholastic professors of the day restricted them- 
sel\ es to a sort of logical parrying They merely attempted to 
defend Aristotle’s system from attack They interpreted, para- 
phrased and repeated his ideas, but they made no original 
contribution to them They were excellent teachers but medi- 
ocre thinkers, these scholastic philosophers of the thirteenth 
century 

Thomas Aquinas, however, had too original a mind to submit 
to the scholastic conventions of his day He was meant for some- 
thing better than a mere mteipretation of Aristotle He tried his 
best to employ his powerful intellect within the limits of his 
profession He began to express individual and, to some of his 
contcmporaiies, revolutionary convictions Yet he attracted 
crowds of students to him They recognized his massive dignity 
They remarked that he was rightly called Thomas — the word 
Thomas means depth — for this man was deep beyond all the 
other teachers of his day 

Deep mentally, huge physically When thoughtless people 
laughed at his immense stomach he leplied philosophically, 
‘‘The cucumber also grows without food ” For he who looked 
like “a full-bellied wine cask” led an austere life He just hap- 
pened to be built t)n a larger scale than his fellow men — larger 
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in bulk, larger in thought, larger in sympathy He should have 
been born into the land of Paul Bunyan, with the Rocky Moun- 
tains for his altar, the Grand Canyon for his chapel and freedom 
for his text He was a strong pioneer ready to strike beyond the 
boundanes of contemporary thought — a stouthearted Gulliver 
setting out on a spiritual adventure among the Lilliputians of 
his day 

V 

Once he was invited to dine, together with hundreds of other 
guests, ^t the palace of the Fn nch king In the course of tlie 
banquet, as the king was waxing eloquent in convcisation, a 
robust individual in the middle of the hall suddenly bi ought his 
fist down on the table with the foice of a giant oak and mulUied 
in his beard, loudly enough for all to hear, ^"That will settle tlic 
infidels’” Instantly the great hall was Mlent Who had dared to 
interrupt the king^ Louis looked down from his mighty scat, 
awaiting an explanation from Thomas Aquinas 

‘T was dreaming, Your Majesty,” lemaikcd the intrepia 
fnar “For a time I had forgotten where I was I was thinking of 
arguments I could use to sustain my philosophy against the 
unbelievers ” 

Louis smiled beneveilently “I shall order my secretaries to 
jot down your arguments far futuie reference, in the event that 
you forget them For I trust they are valuable ” 

VI 

“O CREATOR beyond human utterance,” Aquinas prayed to his 
God in the snhtude of his cell “Thou who art called the fountain- 
head of life and of wisdom, bestow upon me the keenness of wit 
to understand, the power of a retentive memory, the method 
and ease of learning, the ability to imparl information, the gift 
of fluent speech ” Constantly he paced the floor, his hands 
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behind his back and an air of abstraction in his eyes He was 
fighting out great battles in his mind And when he spoke from 
the lecture platform his head was turned upwards, his eyes were 
closed 

He had long used c ery resource at his command to defend 
the faith He had wielded his pen like a lightning flash to 
illumine the skies of knowledge And now^ he was tioubled, 
sorely tioubled toi as he looked aiound him he could scarcely 
recognize that faith He watched the great piocessions of the 
bishops 111 then scailct robes and he he aid tlic pompous titles 
by wliieli they addressed one anothci Was this the humble 
religion of Chnst^ He felt that the entire ccicmonial of the 
Church, with its relies and its symbols, had become a mere 
external show The Chureh had been transformed from a spirit- 
ual into an cedcsiastieal powei Was this what the Fathers of 
the early Chiistian community had emisagcd^ 

“Poor, unwilling blunderers, indeed, are the men who under- 
mine and perscit the very principles of their Gospel’” The 
Christian eyes had become so eager to behold Jesus m the flesh 
tliat the Chrisdan heart had forgotten to see Christ in the spirit 
Men bl( ssed the dc ad bones of the saints, but they failed to 
understand their h\mg souls It was tune to bring men back 
to the true ethics of Christianity Some \oices had called in 
accents of lo\e, others in tones of wisdom And now Thomas 
Ac^umas came forward to combine the two He decided to weave 
the sayings of the Holy Fathers and the Scriptures into one vast 
philosojihieal system to embrace the intellectual and moral and 
theological life of the Catholic world Had not Saint Socrates 
and Saint Plato and Saint Buddha and Saint Confucius done 
the same for their own pagan wwld^ 

So he composed his Surnma Theologica, the monumental hand- 
book on ethics, religion arid metaphysics The existence of God 
is affirmed not as an act of faith but as a fact of reason The 
entire social and moral philosophy of the Scripture is expounded 
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in a series of logical propositions that remind one of the treat- 
ment of that later philosophy of faith, Spinoza's Ethics Tlie 
handiwork of the Lord is a sensible fact Who else but the Lord 
could ha\e taktn the name less chaos of substance and molded 
it into a meaning and a lorm^ 

The uni\ersc is His instrument And we arc the keyboard, 
touched into tone by the fingers of the Divine Musician, the 
rmghty Virtuoso who plays the flaming concerto of Existence 
in the music hall of Eternity packed with an audience of angelic 
hosts And we men of the world below, do we not feel the music 
vibrate through each and e\ cry one of us^ Ha\ c we not hearts 
to trejuble at its cadences and minds to understand its harmonies^ 

And Thomas Aquinas analyzes these harmonies in his mighty 
book He discusses everything pertaining to God and life and 
conduct and mind To give an idea of the scope of the work, let 
us mention a few of the chapter headings He considers the 
question of, states his proof for and answers the objections to 
the “Existence of God,” the “Simplicity of God,” the “Supreme 
and Eternal Goodness of God,” the “Knowledge and Will and 
Love of God ” He then discusses the “Creation of the Woild,” 
the “Problem of Evil,” the “Needs of Human Conduct” and 
the “Nature of Happiness ” From these general investigations 
he narrows his discussion down to the field of human ethics and 
considers wherein man’s happiness exists —whether in riches, 
honor, fame, glory, power or pleasure, or in a combination of 
all these factors He discusses m particular the problem of human 
passion, notably the passions of love, of hatred, of dcsiie, of 
pain and of sorrow, of fear and of anger Then he passes on to a 
systematic study of human habits, of ci . il and moral law, of 
war and peace, of sedition and homicide, of theft and robbery, 
of usury, ui fraudulent dealing in buying and selling, of hope 
and despair, flattery, hypocrisy, pusillanimity, courage^ 
nobility, martyrdom, charity, compassion and faith And finally, 
having thus in the cold light of analysis reviewed ^very branch 
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of human activity, he concludes with a stimng recapitulation 
of the good life and of the humble path which men must travel 
on earth if they are to find their way to the Kingdom of Heaven 
Summa Theologica The summary of the Word of God through 
the mouth of a philosopher* 


VII 

Soft, thomas, you are nearing the end It is the season of Lent, 
the year of His Di\ mity twelve hundred and seventy-four Out- 
side the bare walls of the Cistercian monastery it is snowing The 
heart of the world is cold The monks bung fagots to the hearth 
and stir up a fire Scarce fifty, Thomas, but >our day is done 
1 he perspiration comes too easily to your cheeks Come, Thomas, 
>ou are weak Surely you’ll not abstain from food Would you 
like the delicacy of a herring^ It is a rare dish from France 

A tallow candle throws out its gleam to chase the scampering 
shadows Thomas is dreaming fitfully He grasps in his hand 
the warming torch of light Take it away from his trembling 
hand* It will slip to the floor and send the whole monastery into 
flames * 

Around him gather pious, somber men Fnar Reginald, his 
closest friend, is holding Thomas in his arms Now they chant, 
^^Adorarnus fe devote qui adoras deitatem ” Like a river of limpid 
knowledge this saintly philosopher has irrigated the entire Holy 
Church He has traveled on a mule through Italy, defending the 
faith by the force of his scholarly arguments Has given away 
his life in lecturing and wTiting Summa Contia Gentiles^ Articles 
of Qiiestions^ Compendium of Theology^ Quodlibets logic, logic 
and more logic* 

He cries out from his bed, ‘‘Whence comes this honor that 
holy men should carry fagots for my fire^” Hush, Thomas, it is 
cold “Nay, but God’s servants must not stir the fire for me See, 
the sun is so bright ” Ridiculous, Thomas It is winter now, and 
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there IS notliing but the snow outside He tosses about fitfully 
“Spring ’ he inurmuis “Spiing' ' 

And hw e\ts clos^ as ilit wuitei shadows fall But in liis heart 
there is a cleat \oi< ( ()l < ouise it is spiing, m> belosed' Come, 

let us go into the fields ” 



FRANCIS BACON 



Important Works by Francis Bacon 


The Advancement of Learning 
Introduction to the Interpretation 
of Nature 

Novum Organum [New Organori) 
New Atlantis 
Natural U>Jory 
Essays 

The Wisdom of the Ancients 
Colors of Good and Evil 
Sacred Meduations 
Apothegms 


The History of Henry VII 
Confession of Faith 
Things Thought and Things Seen 
Description of the Intellectual 
Globt 

Histoiy of the Winds 
History of Life and Death 
Silva Silvarum (a collection of 
facts and observations). 
Maxims of Law. 



Francis Bacon 

1561-1626 



Eingland under good Qiieen Bess was a land of merry 
mortals and easy morals The court and the aristocracy lived 
through a brilliant midsummer’s night A thousand aspiring 
politicians wore asses’ heads for powder and played Bottom to the 
F airy Queen Ne\ er did literary men w rite more slavishly for court 
advancement In every cowslip lurked a poet to toss a fragrant 
rhyme It was the age of Puck, a buoyant, mischief-making 
elf age that courted wickedness with malicious grace, prac- 
ticed deceit in the midst of beauty, concealed poison m the scent 
of the musk rose, talked treachery in a refined whisper and girdled 
the world with a belt of pirate ships It was an age of vicious 
intrigue that by like a roast crab in the gossip bowl of history 
Into this world, this age, this forest of exquisite dreams and 
evil enchantments a man of science was born 

II 

Francis bacon’s father was a politician — the Keeper of the 
Great Seal, and his mother was a scholar — the preserver of the 
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Greek and Latin tradition While Sir Nicholas upheld the laws 
of the modern world Lady Anne translated the manuscripts of 
the ancient world Under the influence of such parents it is no 
wonder that young Francis developed into a politician and a 
scholar — and a snob At the age of twelve he entered Trinity 
College, Cambridge, where he immediately tilted the nose of Ins 
intelligence at the established scholarship of fifteen hundied 
years At sixteen he declared openly that the Cambridge pro 
fessors who based then tcaehing on Aristotle wTie in error They 
suffered, he said, fiom a naive science that was grounded on a 
crude scanty observatuin of nature 
Francis Bacon filt that he had a “mission” in life He would 
free the world from that “Aristotelian theology” w^hieh every- 
body regarded as an authoritative scienec But more immedi- 
ately he was coneeincd with another mission — to fiee Franeis 
Bacon from debt lor Sir Nicholas, who had appoitioncd his 
estate among all Ins sons with the exception of francis, died 
just as he was preparing to make prov ision for his sixth son And 
thus Francis found himself almost penniless at the age of ninC' 
teen 

This was a hard blow for a young man who had emptied 
wine bottles with princes and who had playxd with the hcaits 
of the great court ladies He petitioned for a post in the loyal 
palace And he chose his lyiclc. Sir William Cecil, prime minis- 
ter of England, to plead his cause But Cecil had a son of h s own 
whom he wished to adv ance He did nothing for his nephew 
Francis was faced with a practical problem, and he was not 
the young man to avoid it He could choose philosophy and face 
destitution or he could take up law and carve out a career for 
himself He decided upon a combination of the two He would 
depend upon law to fill his purse and upon philosophy to feed 
his soul 

He entered Gray’s Inn and graduated to the bar He was 
blessed with a forceful voici' and a brilliant forensic style, and 
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It was not long before he gained a seat in Parliament Yet rapid 
as was his progress, his imagination was always several laps 
ahead of his achievement Already he saw himself swept into 
the woolsack of the chancellery and beyond it into the council 
chamber of the queen 

To be sure, he was the son of his scholarly mother as well as 
of his political father The problems of theoretical knowledge 
continued to bother him Did he not sec the light in the realm 
of science^ Could he not bung humanity back to trutlP Ah, but 
the light fiom the palace chandclicis and fiom the eye of a 
dainty duchess were far more pleasing to him^ “Whereas I 
believe myself born for the service of mankind and could bring 
the truth to shine upon every nook and cranny of nature,” 
nevcithelcss, as he confessed, “political power is what I want, 
power over men and aflairs,” with the Gieat Seal of England 
in his hand and a hundred servants Away with the eontempla- 
ti\e life* “Men ought to know that in the theater of human 
affairs it is only for gods and angels to be speetators ” 

III 

For twelve long years he sought a foothold at court — un- 
successfully Time and again he threatened his uncle — who at 
a word could have secured him the coveted position — that he 
would leave his legal piofession and retire to the scholarly 
seclusion of Cambridge University Such threats failed to put 
Cecil out of countenance He answered His nephew coldly and 
turned to other affaiis 

But there was at court a faction whose power rivaled that of 
his uncle It was headed by the dashing Loid Essex, the queen’s 
favorite To tins powerful and affable nobleman Bacon ad- 
dressed himseli And with his elaborate manners and his gift of 
eloquence he won the heart of Essex 

Bacon looked upon his friendship with Essex, as he looked 
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upon everything else, with a practical eye “There is little 
friendship in the world,” he reasoned, “and least of all between 
equals ” But there is a kind of fiicndship to an end, “between 
a superior and his inferior, for mutual advantage ” The wise 
master has thus obtained a faithful servant, and the ciafty 
serv'ant has found a master w ha can be used as a steppings tone 
to higher things 

Bacon had gicat nc(d of a steppingstone just then He was 
constantly lading into debt II( lovid to diiir wdl and to put on 
a fine app(aran(e Loid Lssc\ made him iieqiunt gifts c)f 
money, and this hssened Uit dunning of his crcditois Pluloso- 
phy^had eaildorn enthialkd But as vtt no jiohtical ollicc loi 
Francis Bacon He wrote sp(cdi(s (laltciing the vanitv of the 
queen He published political treatises gloiifymg hex icigii 
“Mi Bacon is beginning to fianu well up to out dcsirts,” ic- 
maikecl Her \li](st\ But when the ofliec ol Mastci ol th( Roils 
became vacant she passed Bacon over (oi senneone else in siiile 
of the remonstianecs of Lssex \ giavc disap|)()intment ‘T must 
bear the yoke, ’ siglied the jihilosoplu i Lsse\ lessened the bui- 
den of the yoke He picscnUd Bacon with a huge estate 

One good turn deserves another, thought Bacon Now th it 
Essex had given him a iieli house, someone ought to gi\( I m a 
iich wile V judicious marriage might pie sent liim wiili a line 
opportunity to leimbursc himself Ills eye had chanced u})on a 
widow of ample me ans and noble blood Instanilv hcpiesented 
himself as a suitor and enlisted Essex in the cause But in spile 
of Essex’s iceommendation thv. ladv le fused him Slic accepted 
instead Sir Ldwaid Clokc, aiival lawyei wliohad bee n appointe d 
over him to the oliiec of Qiieen’s \ltotiie y Bacon shn ggecl liis 
shoulder philo^ophieallv, though he could not understand how 
the affluent widow could jirefer the eldcily gcntlcmrn against 
whom, as the gossip went, thcic weic seven objections — “his 
SIX childrcri and hiULScIf ” 

To unburden himself of his bitterness Bacon wrote an essay 
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on injustice, plunged into an orgy of spending and landed in a 
debtors’ prison As usual, Essex came to the rescue 

And still he sought to free the human spint from the prison 
of its Aristotelian scholasticism The whole system of theological 
metaphysics must be tern down There must be a new liberal 
education for the sons of a new dawn The horizons of knowl- 
edge must be widened The medical sciences must be recon- 
structed, disease must be tracked down “The betterment of 
man is my piovince, the foundation of a new ci\ilization of the 
intellect is my duty This is what I ought to do if only I 
had the time, the leisure, the financial security ” He must teach 
man to become the architect of his own success 

IV 

Slowly Essex was losing fa\or with his queen There had been 
violent quaircls between them Essex had been sent against his 
wishes to command tne army in Ireland He feared that in his 
absence his rivals might supplant him m the queen’s giaces 
The smile of the coui t was as unsubstantial as it was dazzling 
The foi tunes of Essex hung on the dizzy pinnacle of the royal 
caprice, ready to fall at the slightest contrary wind The earl 
rushed home from Ireland without the queen’s lease Elizabeth 
had him imprisoned Although she leleased him before long, she 
never took him back inlo her fas or Clearly the nobleman was 
no longer the architect of his own success Powerful enemies 
were plotting against him He began to Jose his reason, and 
there was imminent danger that he would shortly lose his 
head 

Where was his friend Bacon^ What counsel did Bacon gwe 
him*^ What consolation^ The queen’s heart had been set relent- 
lessly against L^^sex, and it was whispered in the court ciicles 
that “Mr Bacon is thought to be the man who moves Her 
Majesty thus ” 
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For he found it a good policy to side with the queen now that 
Essex could no longer be of any use to him Francis Bacon had 
wrung Essex dry, and it w«is time foi him to look elsewhere for 
new ic\cnue Few people at fiist bclie\cd these rumors Even 
Lord Robert Cecil, die son of the foimei prime minister and 
the foremost political encmv of Essex, was shocked at the stoiv 
He WTOtf a Icttc'r to Bacon, ‘ (Cousin, I he ai it lint I bdicxc it 
not, that vou should do ^omt ill scivict to m\ 1 c'ld of Essex’” 
But it w is true It was all so scientifKalh sound 
As the state prcjxiicd to tr) Essex on a cliaigc ofdislovaltv 
to the fjiiccn. Bacon jilcadcd to be allowed i pail in llie jiiosc- 
cuti^ii loi this would gieatl} enliaiiec Ins legal caitei But 
common decency forbade Elizabeth fiom granting tins heartless 
request 

It seemed evident that the only crime of which Essex was 
guilty was a hot temper He had gathered his kinsmen around 
him to ‘‘teach a lesson” to those men who had Iianishcd him 
from the “sunlight of Her Majesty’s smile ” Knowledge of the 
gatherings at his house had come to the eais of the government 
His plot was thwarted He was arrested and confined to the 
Tower The question immediately resolved itself as to wdiethcr 
Essex was guilty of a rash impulse against his political ojiponents 
or of a much more serious attempt against the life of his sovei- 
eign queen There was little doubt m anyone’s mind that the 
former was the case fte had lost his head No chaige of de- 
liberate treason was thought likely to be entered against him 
Essex was brought before the bar And Fiancis Bacon rose to 
his feet The court looked at him inquiringly He w^as not of- 
ficially a member of the piosccution \\ hat was he going to say, 
and m vv hat capacity^ The court soon discov ered that he would 
speak as a voluntary witness for the state, especially as a man 
who had been an intimate friend of the accused and who there- 
fore pos^jcssed a thorough knowledge of his ambitions and his 
motives Here would be weighty testimony indeed The court 
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was hushed A brilliant orator, a suave advocate this What 
a charming manner he had^ 

Brushing aside the theory that Essex was lesponsible for noth- 
ing more than a rash impulse, Francis Bacon cliaiged the earl 
with the dclibciatc conspiracy to usurp the throne — a crime 
punishable by death With great and learned oratory, with all 
the resouices of Ins mind at his command, Bacon stated the 
case He spoke, he said, not before a pro\incial jury of ignorant 
men who could be swayed by emotion, but before a bench of 
learned and impaiti il judges, and he begged them to look at 
the ficts with the utmost objectiMty Gould Essex deny that 
he had intended treachery to the person of the queen^ “My 
loids, c\cn Cain, our first murderei, feigned impudeney to out-^ 
shame the facts of his crime ” And then Bacon brought forth an 
imposing array of parallel cases from his great wealth of his- 
toiical knowledge Hid not the traitor Pisistratus lanced him- 
self and rushed into the citv bleeding with wounds and calling 
on the people for pi tv at the \crv moment wdien his kinsmen 
were sti/mg the power of the state at his command^ “I speak 
not as learned counsel of the piosccution but as friend of the 
accused,” he said m a \oice that sounded husky with emotion 
And It was as a friend, he insisted, that he was obliged to confess 
— although against his will Essex had planned to murder the 
queen and to seize her throne He could therefore be subject to 
no extenuating circumstances Bacon scoffed at the idea that 
the earl had temporal ily lost his sanity and that he could not 
ha\e known what he was doing Essex was a traitor, he con- 
cluded, and he must pay for his treachery with his life 

This testimony, given against Essex by the man to whom 
Essex had gi\ cn an estate, convinced the judges They con- 
demned the unfortunate nobleman to the block 

What had been Ba^-on’s motive in sending his best friend to 
his death^ In return for “services rendered” he received twelve 
hundred pounds from the state “Ah well,” he remarked sadly 

iS9] 



LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF GREAT PHILOSOPHERS 

as he pocketed the money, “the queen has done something for 
me, but not so much as I had hoped for ” 

Then he sat down to write a medical treatise on the methods 
for the prolongation of human life 

V 

Bacon had a fertile, versatile intelligence He could employ 
It for good as wdl as Cor evil If he found it expedient to lesort 
to treachery m order to make his way in the world, he found it 
fasc^pating to plunge moie deeply into philosophy than anyone 
before him when the mood seized him ‘T possess a passion 
for research unequalcd by any man I know more legal 
precedent than any Englishman Can any one compete with me 
in my know'Iedge of Latin and Gieek^ I am an encyclopedia 
of learning I have understood what is wrong with all the 
science of man since Aristotle” The tiouble with the Greeks 
was that they confused moral ends and purposes with purely 
mechanical functions Thus they desciibed a rainstoim not only 
in terms of atmospheric conditions but also in terms of theology 
Water evaporates into air and falls on the earth, they said, be 
cause God wishes to feed the crops and to make the world fiuit- 
ful for man This sort of naive and unscientific reasoning, de- 
clared Bacon, has got to^gtop We must sepaiatc our ideas about 
God from the physical universe and we must judge things in 
terms of their natural functions We must become modest in 
our aims and specialized in our investigations We must begin 
not with certainties but with doubts We must organize large 
armies o^ men from all the leading universities of the world, 
each ot d»cm to investigate thoroughly his own special field of 
learmng And thus only, through the common co-operation of 
countless nameless workers, will the sum total of truth be at- 
tained “Already I have drawn up the plans for this great 
Restoration of Knowledge a shall classify the different branches 
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ol' natural science, allocating to my workers the mvestigation of 
the unsolved problems m each field We shall put Nature on 
the rack and compel her to bear witness The very thought 
makes me dizzy But when shall I find the time to organize all 
this^” 

Once more he was thrust into prison for debt, and once more 
he was released through the intercession of the royal court But 
within two years after the death of the Earl of Essex Queen 
Elizabeth passed away and the Scottish King James ascended 
the English thione James had been very friendly to Essex 
What an embarrassment to those who had condemned the 
unfortunate earl to death* But Bacon was unperturbed Time to 
change face* He was a master analyst of the human heart 
Having ascertained that the new king prided himself on being 
a classical scholar, Bacon sent him a message of greeting com- 
mencing with a line from the Vulgate and closing with a line 
from Ovid And in the body of the message he declaied, “There 
IS no subject of Your Majesty’s who could more desire to sacrifice 
himself as a burnt offering to Your Majesty’s service ” He had 
his e)C on the office of the King’s Attorney 

When the king ignoicd his petition Bacon turned to Robert 
Cecil, his wealthy cousin He informed him that he was in debt 
again and he begged him foi a little credit He assured him that 
he had bidden farewell to politics for good, that his thirst for 
office had been entirely quenched and that he now intended to 
devote his cneigy to a search foi an “affluent bride'’ so that he 
might settle down to a life of comfortable tianqiulht\ Paren- 
thetically he suggested that as a means to assuage his disappoint- 
ment at his failure in his petition for a court office he could bnng 
himself to accept the “almost prostituted” title of knighthood, 
provided Robert Cecil interceded in his behalf But he added 
that he depiecated the vulgar custom of conferring the title on 
large groups of people assembled at the same time He would 
prefer to be knighted all by himself, as befitted his digmty A 
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week later, at the coronation of King James I, Sir Francis 
Bacon rose to his feet a knight — together with three hundred 
other people 

But he intended at all costs to win personal recognition at the 
court King James was extremely \ulnerablc to flattery Bacon 
showered him with letters in which he compared this rather 
ordinary mortal “to the Lord God, the Prime Mo\er of the 
Universe” Moreo\er, as a mcmbei of Pailiamerit, he took 
every occasion to defend the king’s ilhbeial policies, his arbi- 
trary dispensation of justice without regird for the adsocates 
of tht| people or for the common law, and his illegal taxes which 
bulged his revenue and made him independent of the people’s 
representatives Bacon was lavish with his advice for “better 
scientific methods” of suppressing popular government And in 
the meantime he married the daughter of an alderman Upon 
being congratulated on the happy occasion, he ic])hcd diyly 
that his “finances had been somewhat impiov cd by this mate h ” 
As for love, this sort of emotion never cnteicd his mind “Great 
men,” he wrote m one of his Essays^ “always keep away from this 
weak passion ” 

At last his practical and opportunist mind brought him 
recognition from the king He was appointed solicitor general of 
England What especially recommended him m the eyes of King 
James was his ingenious suggestion that a foreign war could 
always serv e to kill off the excess population of a country Bacon 
was a man after the king’s own heart 

Bacon’s split personality was an amazing manifestation of 
that greatest of all mysteries — the human mind He increased 
the number of scholarships at Oxford and Cambridge, so as to 
give the iUasses of England a greater opportunity for education, 
and he presided at the king s btar Chamber of torture He wrote 
a glowing e«;say on charity, he published a magnificent work 
On the Advancement of Learning, and he pointed out to his public 
in a little essay how a man might “work” his friend by discover- 
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ing his ^‘weaknesses and disadvantages ” And then without a 
blush he penned a treatise on the virtue of goodness and truth 
“There is no vice that so co\ ers a man with shame as to be found 
false and pcifidious,” he said 

He always found an excuse for his unscrupulous ambition 
He depended upon it, he said, to provide him with material 
secuiity so that he might be fiec to offci his gift of philosophy 
to mankind ‘T will liberate my fellows from false thinking,” he 
reasoned ‘T wall show men the true nature of heat, the laws of 
motion, the principles of diet But first I must gather wealth so 
that I may ha\e leisuic for my experiments You will suspend 
judgment on me until you see the results Let me reach the 
height of power, and then, when I retire, I shall found new 
unucrsities and endow new chairs I shall wTite and search 
and benefit mankind Are my ends unwoilhy^ He who would 
reach these ends must not shudder at the means ” 

VI 

As Hr GREW oiDER liis mind became more powerful He wrote 
the most famous piosc work of the age, Novum Organum (The 
New Organon) Philosophy had long been m need of a new 
method of scientific inquiry And here it was 

Before we can imcstigatc the truth — said Bacon — we must 
destroy a number of fallacies, or Idols^ that ha\ c hampered the 
human mind First there are the Idols of the Tribe This class of 
idols repnsents th^, tubal or um\ersal fallacy that man is the 
measure of all things Man analyzes the universe as if it had been 
created and oidercd for his convenience “The human under- 
standing, from its peculiar nature, easily supposes a greater 
degree of order and regularity in things than it really finds 
although most cogent and abundant instances may exist to the 
contrary ” 

A second class of idols consists of the Idoh of the Cave “For 
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cvery'onc has a cave or den of his own, which refracts and 
discolors the hght of nature *’ Some minds are analytical — they 
tend to di\idc the world into its differences, othei minds arc 
synthetic — thc\ tiy to oiganize the world into a colicrent striic- 
tuie To the first group belongs the scientist, to the second die 
artist But all of us must r< alizc that the truth lies iiidt jieiuU ntJy 
of them both 

ThirdK theic arc the Idoh of the MuiLt Plan% finaiiating 
‘Tiom the c orninc ic e and assex lation of men with one another 
“There arise ^, fioin a bad and inept loimation of word*' a 
wonderful obstruction to the mind ” Scholars as well as laymen 
talk about the universe m glib generalities of which we should 
bewaie We must expurgate from the language of science such 
vague and misleading expressions as fmt cause ^ uncaused^ the 
absolute^ prime substance^ infinity Wc must be merciless with our 
definitions We must make a fresh start with rigorous exactitude 

The fourth and last class comprises the Idols of the Theater 
These spring from the dogmas of the philosophers All our 
accepted systems of philosophy “are but so many stage plays, 
representing worlds of their own creation after an unreal and 
scenic fashion ” The worlds constructed m the fancies of the 
thinkers are “more as we should wish them to be than irue 
stones out of history ” 

Now that wc have cleared a path through the forest of igno- 
rance, we are ready to build our new highway to knowledge 
What is the new method^ It is the method of doubt, of trial and 
error, of classification and reclassification It is the method of 
simple experiment “The true method of experience fiist lights the 
candle and then, by means of the candle, shows the wa/ ” First 
we must « ollect by diligent research the available d?ta, then 
we must arrange these data of our experience into a well- 
digested order from which we may formulate axioms From 
these axioms we may then proceed to new experiments, and 
from these new experiments we may finally deduce facts This 
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method is therefore one of hypothesis, cxpenment and de-^ 
duction 

The process of deduction from hypothesis through experi- 
mentation to fact IS not easy And in order to facilitate this 
process Bacon proposed a convenient modus operandi He 
constiucted a “table of more or less ” By means of this table all 
data may be classified and eliminated one by one until the 
essential facts pertaining to the case stand out in the clear 
Bacon illustiates his method by examining the nature of heat 
He looks for some phenomenon that invariably increases with 
the increase of heat and in\ anably decreases with the decrease 
of heat One b) one he examines the various physical phe- 
nomena that react to heat until he chances upon the one 
factoi which is so correlated to the expansion of heat that it 
eliminates heat itself upon its own elimination This factor 
is motion Whereupon Bacon concludes that heat is a form of 
motion 

Unfortunately his ingenious table pro\cd in the end im* 
practicable, owing to unforeseen difficulties And yet J^ovum 
Organum is the scientific Declaration -of Independence For its 
general method of elimination »»arough experimentation has 
become the common usage of science to the present day The 
“laboratory plan” has opened a new path to knowledge “No 
man has better known than Bacon the cause (and the cure) of 
human eiror ” 


VII 

In the meantime the king wasn’t ad\ ancing him rapidly enough 
^■o suit his political ambitions Other people wcie being pro- 
moted Why not he^ “My love must creep where it cannot go,” 
he reflected unblushingly Few men had e\cr descended to such 
lengths to obtain office He fairly groveled at His Majesty’s 
feet 
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“If It please Your Majesty to pcrcci\c how some people arc 
bein^ fa\ojccl abuse me and some b( low me ' ‘ God preserve 
Your Al.yest) ” “Accept iin saciilice of iIiaiikscriMng fen 
youi giacious favor ’ Ah, sue, do not niv woicK lecjuirc 
a plate vci> near \ou horn vsliicli to j)iaisc >011 evcilastingl)^’^ 
“My sovciugn, do not pc unit me to waste to nothingness for 
want of your favor ” “I crave leave to make at this time a 
humble offering of myself ” “I shall be a ready chessman to 
be wherever Your Majesty’s royal hand shall set me ” These 
and many similar petitions 

F^ally His Majesty raised Sir Fiancis fiom his knees and 
made him attorney gtneial at a goodly salary More servants, 
more comfort, more power — and more ambition When the 
Lord Chancellor, the highest political officer in the kingdom, 
fell ill Bacon rushed to his bedside with a silent prayer that the 
obsequies might be soon forthcoming He watched over the sick 
man with a great display of solicitude and sent to tlic king daily 
reports of the dying man’s condition Finally he wrote with 
assumed sadness, “Your worthy Chancelloi, I fear, goes his 
last day Now I beseech Your Majesty , let me put the present 
case truly If you appoint my Lord Coke (his great riv al) to 
the Lord Chancellery, nothing but misfortune will follow 
you If you take my Lord Hubbard, your roy al prerogative 

shall be broken But if / were the man it would be the 

'a 

least of my duties to act as an impartial judge in equity l)ctween 
parties I would be a faithful overseer for you, a zealous disciple 
among your peoples, the machinery through which you may 
ever advance your divine right ” 

But the Lord Chancellor refused to die “I was with him 
yesterda, ” Bacon wrote, “almost half an hour He used me 
with wonaerful tokens of kindness I wept, which I do not 
often ” The Loid Chancellor resumed his position, and Bacon 
looked around for another office 
But at last death took the Chancellor, and Francis Bacon 
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received his reward He was made the new Lord Chancellor of 
England 

He was inducted into the office with great pomp He was 
given the titles of Baron Verulam and Viscount St Albans 
“Crafty men condemn studies/’ he had wiittcn in one of his 
essays, “wise men use them ” Knowledge put to tlie right use 
meant power “Happy tlic man who lias learned the causes of 
things ’ He had learned the causes of fame, the mainsprings 
of political influence He had reached the \ery pinnacle of 
fortune And he was aliout to learn the effects 

For tragedy struck quickly Within three years after his 
installation into the chanc ellery the House of Commons brought 
sensational chaigcs against him Francis Bacon was accused of 
taking bribes m court* The country was stunned His past 
political lecord was well known So, too, were his philosophical 
achieve ments Who w as this man of dual pcisonality — the devil 
incarnate^ 

A large number of witnesses came forward and testified to the 
chancellor’s habit of “gitt taking” The Commons drew up a 
formal mdie tment When the messengers brought the indict- 
ment to B icon they found him sick m bed How did he answer 
''o the charges^ “My lords,” he said, casting his eyes to heaven, 
“I have withdrawn my mind from woildl> matters 1 am think- 
ing of my account and my answers m a higher court ” 

The whole country is aroused Speeches everywhere, from the 
pulpits, m the streets, demanding the punishment of the Lord 
Chancellor Can he deny the accusation^ What is his dffense^ 
All Ins philosojihy is now unavailable to save him 

Tlhe “sick” man takes up his learned pen “There arc three 
degrees of bribery hirst, the least degree bribery to pervert 
justice while the case is still pending, second, when the judge 
conceives the case to be at an end, third ” Stop this verbal 
hairsplitting, this crass hypocrisy* You are not analyzing chemi- 
cal elements Answer the question, “Were you bribed^” “Of 
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the first type of bribery I have mentioned/’ he goes on, “I am 
as innocent in my heart as any babe born upon St Innocent’s 
da> Of the second ” Loudly they demand a categorical 
answer Whereupon he replies with much erudition, ‘T do 
mgcniouslv confess and acknowledge that, having understood 
the partic ulars ol the charge, not formally from the House but 
enough to inform conscicmc and mcmoiy, I find the matter 
sufficient and full, both to move me to desert the defense and to 
move your lordships to condemn and censure me ” But he adds 
slyly that a moderate rebuke will be just js cfTcctual to deter 
hiimfrom taking further bribes as a se\ere punishment He 
reminds his judges that the times are gencrall\ immoral and 
that someday perchance any one of them ma) be brought before 
the bar on the same charge — in which c\ent thc^ will ha\e 
reason not to regict their former Icmcnc) rinalh he writes 
jestingly to the king that a ^‘man who has taken liiibcs is apt to 
give bribes” and that therefore he will piescnt His Majesty with 
a history glorifying his reign foi all future time 
By his refusal to reply to the specific ( ounts in the indictment 
Francis Bacon had confessed nothing in particular The judges, 
however, were not to be put offb) his bl ind acknowledgment 
of his general guilt They demanded his signature to a full and 
specific confession And Francis Bacon was finally compelled 
to submit ^ 

Twelve lords of the realm visited him and recei\ ed the con- 
fession from him ‘Ts this your handw^niing^” they asked 
“My lords, it is my act, my hand, my heart ” 

“Then return to us the Great Seal of vour office ” 

He bo\/ed his head “By the king’s great favor I have received 
the Seal, bv my own great fault I have lost it ” 

As he sat in the Tower, a humble, broken prisoner, the scholar 
in him asserted that at least he had never handed down a wrong 
decision through ignorance of the law And in the light of his 
own strange reason he was absolved “I was the justest judge 
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that was in England these fifty years But/’ he added wryly, 
*"it was the justest sentence m Parliament these two hundred 
years ” 

VIII 


Five years passed He had been released from pnson almost 
immediately upon his confinement, with the injunction that he 
must fore\ er stay away from Parliament and the courts of Eng- 
land and that in the future he would be debarred from any 
office m the land But the incorrigible optimist did not renounce 
his political ambitions even then* He sent a flood of letters to 
the king — flattering him, wheedling him and beseeching him 
with every argument at his command But to no avail His day 
v/as done He could not flatter his old age into a second youth 
and vigor He could not wheedle the burden of a disgraceful 
eputation away from liis shoulders 

And one day, as he rode on horseback, he pondered the 
problem of preserving the human body after death He dis- 
mounted and killed a fowl Then he stuffed it with snow and 
was about to bring it home for observation when a sudden chill 
seized him He stopped at a house near by and sent a note to 
one of his friends ‘T am likely to have the fortune of Cams 
Plinius the elder, w^ho lost his life by trying an experiment ” 
Then he took to his bed and looked forward to the last great 
experiment of them all 

He was confident and calm He knew that when he put to sea 
there would await him, undisturbed by the tides of time, a great 
Island of Utopia, his own New Atlantis — one of the dreams of his 
philosophical system — glittering m the sunlight of Etemitv 
Here was a promised land with a happy and flourishing popu- 
lation under a gov ernment of wise and enlightened men Here 
were no politicians no office seekers, no king’s favorites harassed 
by ambition, but an administration of scientists, chemists and 
biologists, physicians and architects, sociologists and philoso- 
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phcrs and astronomers They were not engaged in campaign 
speeches or in gathenng factions of followers by political 
promises, but rather they observed the stais and harnessed the 
water power for industry and studied anatomy and developed 
healing balms to combat disease They constructed ships to 
fly in the air and vessels to speed underneath the waves They 
traded not for gold and silver or silk and spices, “but only for 
God’s first creature” — light ^ 

And death approached so humbly it brought a tear to his eye 
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Important Works by Descartes 

Rules for the Direction oj the 

Pnnciplts of Philosophy. 

Mind 

The World 

The Search after Truth 

Treatise on Alan 

Discourse on the Method of Rightly 

Diopbic 

Conducting the Reason 
Meditations on the First Philosophy 

Geometry 



Rene Descartes 

1596-1650 



Irene’s mother died of tuberculosis a few days after his birth 
Rene^ too, the doctors warned his father, was destined to an 
early grave For he had inherited his mother’s pale complexion 
and dry cough His father, a country official of Poitiers, gave 
him into the keeping of a nurse who shielded him against the 
«;ports of the other children of the village As a result of this 
coddling he grew up with a “feminine” mind— delicate, intro- 
spective, aloof His father laughingly called him “my little 
philosopher ” 

At eight he entered the Jesuit school of La Fleche, where his 
teachers continued to encourage him m the quiescence of his 
body and the exercise of his mind They allowed him to stay in 
bed till a late hour, where he could “meditite” his studies 
whilst the other } oungsters were obliged to recite their lessons in 
the classioom As a result of this extra leisure he not only kept 
up with his prescribed studies but managed to absorb a great 
deal of adc^tional information He was especially fond of reading 
ihe classics, “to take mental journeys,” as he expressed it, “into 
the past and to hold conv erse with the noblest men of other ages ” 
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He left th( Jesuit s( hool at si\t(cn and then he look a jilusical 
journc\ into the present He went to Pans, when ho fi II m witli 
some oi tin fiisolous \olln£J[^tcls ofliis own .ige Ih 1( iriud to 
dine, to wine and to gamble In his gambling he was especially 
lucky, since he based his guesses — as his friends remarked — ‘"on 
his uncanny knowledge of mathematics rather than on the laws 
of chance ’’ 

He had outgrown his tubercular taint, and he was pleasantly 
surprised to find himself in the possession of a healthy body as 
well as a brilliant mind So delighted, indeed, was he w^ith his 
newily discovered health that for some time he neglected lus 
mental for his physical activities In the spnng of 1617 (at the 
age of twenty -one) he enlisted in the army of Prince Maurice 
of Orange in the Nelhei lands 

Yet he was not a soldier by instinct He enjoye d the ai m\ as a 
school for exercise, but he had no liking for it as an instrument 
of war “My military impulses,” he said, “weie due to a tempo- 
rary heating of the li\er which passed away with time ” He 
reftised to receive a soldier’s pay, and therefore he w^as excused 
from a soldier’s duties He a\oidcd active fighting whenever 
possible Throughout lus life, indeed, he avoided a fight— 
whether on the physical battlefuld or on the battlefield of 
thought Courage was not one of Descartes’ virtues 

For two years he kept ij^p his amateur interest in the military 
life, joining in turn the Dutch, the Bavarian and the Hungarian 
armies — and then lie turned back from his militarism to his 
meditation For “a sudden flood of light” had burst upon him 
in 1619 “That year I was visited by a dream that came from 
above I heard a clap of thunder It was the Spirit of 

Truth descending to take possession of me” The following 
morning he piaved to God to give him light For his life thence- 
forth was to Vc dedicated to the search for Tiuth 

1: 

He sought it foi ten years, traveling from country to country, 
studying people, reading books, snatching at the broken threads 
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of infinity and trying to trace them to their source and jotting 
down the results of his studies in his notebooks And then, at the 
age of thirty -three, he retired into Holland, ‘Iheie in silence 
and solitude to ariange his thoughts into a consistent whole ” 
He shut himself con^pletely away from the world, concealing 
the place of liis residence e\en from his friends 
He had found, he belie\ed, a fragment of the truth He con- 
fided it to the pages of his fiist book, Le Monde (The World) — 
and then icframtd from publishing it For he was atraid He 
had achaiiced in that book the revolutionary theory that the 
^arth was in motion, and he remembered the persecution of 
hose other philosophers and scientists — Biuno, Campanella, 
Vaiiini, Galileo — men who had daicd to proclaim similar 
rc\ olutionary thrones As a safeguard against any temptation 
to pubhsli the manuscript he sent it away to a distant part of 
the countiy It was not until after his death that this book was 
issued, and tlien only in pait The truth had made Descartp» 
vise But it had failed to make him fiee 

II 

Yet in spite of his moral timidity — a timidity due, perha|J!fj to 
♦he c\ccssi\c coddling he had experienced m his early life — 
Descartes was destined to revolutionize tlic thought of the world 
A skeptic by natuie and a conformist by training, he developed 
a new kind of pliilosophy, a temple of faith constructed out of 
the material of doubt In order that we may understand this 
paradoxical natuie of his philosophy let us glance at two of the 
ethical maxims which Descartes had set down for the guidance 
of his own life 

I “To follow my thoughts where\er they might lead . In 
this I should be doing like the travelers who, finding themselves 
lost in a forest, know that they should continue to walk as 
straight as they can in one direction, not diverging to the right 
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or to the left By tins means, if they do not go exactly where 
they wish, they will at least arn\e somewhere at the end, where 
probabl) they will be better off than in the middle of the 
forest 

2 “To obey the laws of my country , to adlieic to the religion 
of my fathers and to follow the customs of the moNt juditious 
men with whom I might come into contact ” 

These two maxims au, as \()u will note, somewhat iri((cn( li- 
able A man can liaulK follow his footsteps ‘ whcicsoc\(i tlu' 
may lead” if he li*is dcUimiiud in advaiuc that tlic\ au to 
lead him only in the paths of orthodoxy Yet, starting with this 
paradoxical handicap, Descartes succeeded in evolving a system 
of thought which has distinguished him as “the father of 
modern philosophy ” 

For this philosophy — as developed in his Discourse on Method 
and his Meditations — is based upon the principle of science 
(Descartes himself called it the method of mathematics as ap 
phed to philosophy ) It starts with the scientific assumption 
that we must accept nothing as true We enter into the realm of 
physics and of metaphysics with a questioning mind We neither 
beheve nor disbelieve We are just neutral We want to be 
shown We come through the door of skepticism into the treas- 
ure house of mystery And what do we find m this treasure 
housed ^ 

At first, nothing All is dark We are like people lost in a 
forest But let us not hesitate Let us go straight ahead, doubt- 
ing, examining, verifying, seeking the truth 

Above all, we must doubt everything “Because I wished to 
give myself entirely to the i^earch after Truth, I thought that it 
was necc"3ary for me to reject as absolutely false anything 
as to which I could imagine the least ground of uncertainty 
And since all the same thoughts and imaginations which we 
have while awake may also come to us in sleep, without any 
of them being at the same time true, I resolved to assume that 

[/O^l 



DESCARTES 

everything that ever entered into my mind was no more true 
than the illusions of my dreams ” 

Yet this very dreaming brings Descartes to his first reality. 
For dreaming requires a dreamer “The fact of my thinking 
reveals to me something that thinks ” What is this something^ 
It IS I Cogito^ ergo sum I thinks therefore I am My very doubt 
proves my existence as a doubter Otherwise doubt itself could 
not exist 

And so skepticism leads to one certainty I am 
But who am What am P To this question Descartes gives 
a simple and logical answer I am that thing which does the 
doubting In othei words, I am a thinking things or a Mind I 
may doubt that I am a body or that there is a material world 
in which I live But I cannot doubt away my doubt or the ex- 
islencc of my thought “Hence I know that I am a substance 
whose entire nature it is to think and for whose existence there 
is no need of any place, nor does it depend on any matenal 
thing, so that this ‘me,’ that is to say, the soul by which I am 
what I am, is cnlirel) distinct from my body and is even more 
easy to know than is the latter, and even if the body were not, 
the soul would not cease to be what it is ” 

And thus, by the simple process of questioning e\erything, 
including the existence of the body, Descartes succeeds (at least 
to his own satisfaction) in establishing one thing — the existence 
of the soul 

Let us now pause to catch our breath Descartes has led us 
into the treasure house of mystery through the door of skepti- 
cism But this has been a revolving door It has turned us around 
in a dizzy whiil, giving us but a hasty glimpse into our own 
nature as mirrored in the murky glass of his metaphysics and 
whisking us out again before we have had a chance to step 
inside 

For such is the nature of metaphysics, the study of the “ulti- 
mate reahties ” It is an attempt to paint a concrete picture of 
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dn abstFcU t thought, to scare h through the dark with “a blind 
undci standing lor the lamp of truth ‘‘There was a veil,” 
wiitcs ( )mai khawini, “past which I could not see Some little 
talk awhile of me and thee there was — and then no more of 
thee and me ” 

But now, having recovered somewhat fiom our first spell of 
metaphysical dizziness, let us rejoin Descartes in his “little talk 
of me and thee ” I am a thinking thing, he tells us But m older 
to think, It is necessary to be Hence T am a being, a h\ing soul 
This IS the first thing that I, who started as a doubter, can con- 
ceiiye clearly and distinctly as true This, then, is the fiist estab- 
lished fact — my h\ mg soul 

Are there other established facts — that is, things that I can 
conceive clcaily and distinctly as true^ Yes, replies Descartes 
There arc tw'o such facts the picsence of my body, and the 
existence of God 

My body, as I can clearly see, is a substance It is a material 
substance, ]ust as my soul is a thinking substance The thing 
called me^ therefore, consists of two distinct paits — the maclime 
that moves, or body, and the mechanic that thinks, ot soul 

This philosophy of machine and mechanic is known as the 
dmlistic system — that is, the system which duidcs the wx)dd 
into two separate entities, body and mind It thcrcfoic ser\es as a 
basis for the two dnergent philosophical theoiies of modern 
times — materialism and idealism The materialists, like Thomas 
Huxley, maintain that the mind is part of the body and that 
therefore the mechanic is but one of the wliecis in the machine 
“I hold with Descartes,” writes Huxley, “that the human bod), 
hke all living bodies, is a machine, whose e\ery (physical and 
mental) ( peration will sooner or later be explained on me- 
chanical principles ” The world, therefore, has no soul The 
idealists, on the other hand, insist that the body is part of the 
mind Berkeley, for example, denies the existence of matter 
“No object,” he asserts, “exists outside of the mind perceiving 
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it . , The table I write on, I say exists, because I see it and feel 
it As to what IS said about the existence of things without 
any relation to their being perceived, that is to me perfectly un- 
intelligible Their \'ery existence (esse) depends upon their 
bung percuved (pcrcifi) ” The world, therefore, has no body 

Poor Descartes, to have been the father of two such in- 
harmonious offspring as the Esau of modem materialism and the 
Jacob of modem idealism* 

But let us leturn to Descartes’ search for the oasis of faith 
ihiough the desert of doubt He has now established, to his own 
satisfaction, the icahty of his mind and the pi( sence of his body 
He next proceeds to establish the existence of God ' Whatever 
I conceive \ei> dcaily and distinctly,” asseits Descartes, “is 
true ” Bcaiing this in mind, and icllerting on the fact that I 
am ass tiled witli doubt, 1 realize that my existene e is not quite 
perfect “ior I sec clcaily that it is a greater pcifeetion to know 
than to doubt ” But whence have I learned to think of anything 
moic pcifcct than myself^ Obviously fiom some nature which 
reall) is more pcifcct than m>sclf— a nature which has within 
itself all tlic perfections of which I can foim any idea — m a 
wold, God Only that which is perfect can be attributed to 
God Tlieic can be no imperfcc tion in Him Doubt, inconstancy, 
sadness, anger, hatred — these arc not the o,ttributcs of God, 
since tliey aie qualities whose absence would make us happier 
That IS, thc> are impel feet qualities, the badge of humanity and 
not of divinit) God is peifcct, which means infinite, eternal, 
immutible, inaependent, omniscient, omnipotent, divine This 
fact of the existence of a perfect God, asserts Descartes, “equals 
and cve n sui passes in certitude the demonstrated facts ofgeome- 
” God is the perfection that leads our imperfect footsteps 
instinctiv cly tcjw^ard the light 

This, tlicn is Descartes’ picture of humanity — a mechanical 
body, a living soul within and the spirit of God above, guiding 
and sustaining us all 
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III 

It was a comparatively easy task for Descartes to allow his 
footsteps to be guided toward the light through the path of 
tranquil contemplation For he was free from the distractions 
of the economic struggle for existence At his father’s death he 
inherited a sufficient income to maintain him in comfort if not 
in luxury He ne\er marned The stream of his life flowed 
along in a lazy, uneventful current He ate well, slept well — he 
Still rose very late in the morning — and li\ ed wc 11 Occasionally 
he took a trip abroad, but for the most part he stayed at home 
and ‘‘conversed” with his friends through the medium of hi« 
correspondence He told them of his philosophical disco\eiies, 
of the “pleasure he experienced m the solitude of his abode,” 
of his good foituiie in escaping from the various maladies which 
were afflicting “the majority of mankind” and of the contempt 
m which he held Beaugrand, Petit, Roberval, Campanella, 
Galileo and the othei “contrary-minded” philusopheis and 
scientists of his day He rcfericd to them as those “little yelping 
dogs of whom no notice should be taken ” Descartes appaiently 
beheved that all’s fair in the love of disputation and the ^var 
of wits 

And thus he spent his indolent, meditative, yet somewhat 
cantankeious days in tHfe pursuit of tiuth — “loving life,” to 
quote his own words, “yet not fearing death ” Indeed, he con- 
sidered himself now (at the age of forty-four) “leally further 
from death than when still young ” His health and his teeth, 
he wrote to his friends, were excellent N >t for thirty years had 
he “suffered anything worth calling an illness ” 

And thcit he met with the first real blow of his life He had 
become the fathei of an illegitimate child, Francine He adored 
her above everything else in the world He was planning tc 
take her to France, where she might be brought up to the posi- 
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tion of fine lady,” when suddenly she died In the presence 
of her death Descartes might have added a new proof of the 
reality of his existence “I suffer, therefore I am ” His biog- 
rapher, Baillet, tells us that ‘‘he wept for the child with a 
tenderness which &ho\v^ed that the thought of eternity may 
sometimes be extinguished by the grief of the moment ” 

But after his momentary grief he returned to the citadel of 
his thought He bought a beautiful country estate not far from 
Leyden and only “two little hours” from the sea Here, at- 
tended by “a sufficiency of well-selected servants,” he sat m his 
octagonal study, looking out upon a picturesque old garden 
and dreaming his dreams of skeptical orthodoxy A dapper 
little figure of a philosopher — small, slight body, big head, 
black hair growing down almost to his eyebrows, pale com- 
plexion, prominent wart on the upper lip, lower lip projecting 
somewhat through the malformation of the teeth, dark brown 
beard cut after the French fashion, black silk scarf to protect 
his throat against the cold, black coat and knee breeches, black 
silk stockings — a metaphysical statuette with an enigmatic 
smile on the lips and a mysterious light in the eyes When he 
went outdoors he put on a wig and drew woolen stockings over 
his hose For he dreaded the effect of the slightest change m 
tempciature upon “the inherited weakness” of his chest 
Owing to this fear of his pulmonary weakness he remained 
more and more at home as he grew older It was therefore with 
mixed emotions that he received a letter from Queen Christina 
of Sw^eden, im iting him to take up his residence in her country 
and to become her teacher in philosophy The chmate of 
Sweden was ever so much more severe than that of Holland. 
It might prove too dangerous for his health But, on the other 
hand, the favor of a queen was not to be scouted, even by a 
philosopher And Queen Christina was a woman who generally 
managed to have her way Having lost her father, Gustavus 
Adolphus, at the age of six, she had been brought up with the 
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training of a man For Gustavus Adolphus had expressed the 
dying that his country might be ruled by a female king 
rather than b> a male queen And a female king indeed she 
was — e\cr\ inch of her stocky five feet She disdained the 
effeminacies o( tlie boudoir and the niceties of dress A tousled 
head without a crown, short petticoats and skirts and flat shoes 
with low heels — such was her court attire But her chaiactcr 
was firm as steel, and her body was as strong as her character 
She ate little, slept little and exercised like a soldier training for 
a fight She could gallop ten hours on horseback without tiring, 
she could endure heat and cold with equal indifference, and 
site could shoot with deadly accuracy whether on foot or on 
horseback 

In addition to her physical prowess she displayed a mind of 
unusual versatility She was an expert linguist, able to con\ erse 
fluently m Swedish, French, Italian, Spanish and German — to 
say nothing of Latin and Greek She enjoyed more than a 
smattenng of the sciences, and she possessed a genuine love for 
philosophy And binding together this remarkable combination 
of smew and muscle and brain was an mdomitalilc will Again 
and again Dcscaites refused to accept her in\itation He sent 
her letters of fulsome flattery, assuring her that “Hei Roval 
Highness is created m the image of God to a greater degree 
than the rest of mankind ” But he begged to be excused from 
the privilege of ‘‘basking nn the sunlight of her Gracious Pres- 
ence ” The honoi of being summoned by the queen w^as, he 
assured her, o\ei whelming Yet “after twenty years of solitude, 
and being no longer young, I pray that Her Royal Highness 
will spare me the unnecessary fatigue of t^ c journey ” 

But Her Royal Highness had no intention to spaie him 
She had m »de up her mind to bung the celebrated philosopher 
to her “land bears betw^een locks and ice ” And she suc- 
ceeded In Septembei 1649 Sweden 

And his death For upon his arri\ al in Stockholm Descartes 
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had not only the severity of the Swedish climate to contend 
with but the stubbornness of Christina’s will The queen, be- 
lieving that her mind would be most receptive to philosophy 
m the early hours of the morning, insisted upon his arriving at 
the palace c\ ery day b "fore sunup This early rising in the rigor- 
ous fiosts of the northern winter proved too much for a philoso- 
pher accustomed to the luxury of piotracted morning medita- 
tions in a warm bed ‘Tn this country,” he complained, '‘a 
man’s blood fteezes just like the water in the rivcis ” 

He was able to stand this sort of life only a few weeks One 
morning in midwinter as he was on his way to the palace, he 
suffered a severe chill Two days later pneumonia set in The 
queen sent him a Geiman doctor, but Descartes distrusted him 
Wlicn the doctor offered to bleed him he objected “You shall 
not shed a drop of Ficnch blood*” he exclaimed When finally 
he submitted to the bleeding it was too late 
February ii, 1650 Descartes opens his eyes “What time is 
it^” he asks in a \oice scarcely audible 
“Four o’clock in the morning ” 

He makes an eflort to use “Time to get up The queen is 
waiting ” And tlicn in a whisper, as he falls back, “Time for 
the soul to gc t up ” 

“I am a Ining soul,” he had said, “in quest of Truth ” And 
now he was rising to meet Truth face to face 
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Important Works by Spinozn 


Ethics 

Freatise 0'>t fhe Impiovement of the 
Understanding 

Shoit Treatise on God, Man and 
His Weh Being 

Treatise on Religion a\d Politics 


Metaphysical Thoughts 
Essay on the Rainbow 
The Calculation o f Chances 
The Principles of the Cartesian 
Philosophy 



Baruch Spinoza 

1632-1677 



Opinoza’s f\ie was unparalleled in the history of philosophy 
As a rationalist he was severed from the Jews As a Jew he was 
isolated fiom the world Ne\ei was a man so lonely as Spinoza 
Yet this loneliness was necessary for the development of his 
unique system of thought 

His father was a successful merchant, and he hoped that his 
son would be a suteessful rabbi But Baruch — this Hebrew 
name means i/nvee/— was moic intciestcd m truth than he was 
in success \nd his e^ucst for the truth led him into unorthodox 
channels th it were lai removed fiom the w^orld of dollars and 
dogmas As a child he had stood at the grave of Uriel Acosta, a 
Jewish skeptic who had beem publicly banned fiom the society 
of his fellows for his heicsies and who had killed himself as a 
result of this public disgrace The scene had made a profound 
impression upon Spinoza He wondered what it was tliat caused 
people to hold divergent views and to toiture one another for 
these divergencies in their views On that day, without being 
quite aware of the fact, the little Jewish boy of Amsterdam had 
consecrated himself to a life of investigation 
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As he grew older he plunged into the study of the Bible and 
the Talmud, the poetry of the eLissits and the seuiice of llie 
modems And he sletpcd liimsdf c<ipcciall\ in the gie«t philo- 
sophical thoughts of the ages II( distilled through the akinbic 
of his analMital mind not diil> the ethical rnctaph\sKS ol tlic 
Jewish philosophers, Pink), Maimonich s, Le\i ben (j(isoi>, 
Ibn Gabiiol and Ifanlai Ciestas, but the niclajihxMc il ethics 
of the Geniik philosoplu In Plato Viistotk 1 |)u uiiis, Gioidano 
Bruno and Dc^caiKs In order to extend his hoii/un in the 
Gentile world he look up the study of Latin under the Dutch 
scholar, Van den Ende, a biilliant philologist and rebellious 
skeptic who several yeais later incurred the displeasure of 
Louis XIV and was honored with a public hanging 

Van den Ende had a daughter who assisted him in his teach- 
ing Under her guidance Spinoza studied not only Latin but 
love Forgetting for the moment that he was a poor man and a 
Jew, he asked her to marry him But she reminded him of his 
forgetfulness and gave her hand to another of her pupils, a 
fellow by the name of Keikcimg, who in her eyes enjoyed a 
double advantage over Spinoza —he was a Gentile and he w^as 
rich 

Spinoza was now completely transformed from a lovei into 
a philosophci 

In the meantime his heteiodox ideas had reached the eais of 
the elders in the Synagogue They summoned him for a cross- 
examination and then, when their suspicions about his “dan- 
gerous doctnnes” had been confirmed, they offered him an 
annual income of $f^oo in return for his official silence and his 
external adherence to the orthodox faith He refused the offer, 
and on Ji Iv'' 27, 1656, he was excommunicated from the Syna- 
gogue Fici 1 that day on this ‘‘moral leper” was, “in accordance 
with the judgment of the angels and the sentence of the saints, 
to be anathcmized, execrated, cursed and cast out from the 
tribes of Israel ” No one was “to hold converse with him,” no 
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one was “to do him any service, to hve under the same roof with 
him or to read any document dictated by him or written by 
his hand ’’ 

Harsh as were the terms of this exjpommumcation, the elders 
of the Synagogue believed themselves desperately m the right* 
For the Jews, persecuted on every side, found their only fortress 
in their faith An) Jew who dared to attack this foi tress was, in 
their eyes, a traitor to his people But Spinoza felt that had he 
failed to attack the dogmas of oithodoxy he would have been a 
traitor to the truth It was therefore ine\itable that his people 
should exile Spinoza from the everyda) woild into the lonely 
kingdom of philosophy Spinoza was twenty -four years old at 
the time 

II 

As A RESULT of his cxcommumcation his father disowned him 
Later, wlicn his father died, Spinoza’s sister tiled to deprive 
Jam of his inheritance Spinoza contested the case in court, won 
the decision — and then turned the money over to his sister 
What Spinoza had been after was not the possession of the 
money but the establishment of justice His personal advantage 
was but of little moment in the epic drama of life whose plot 
he was try ing to ascertain 

And in his effort to ascertain the meaning of life’s drama he 
withdrew to an attic in the Outeidck subuib of Amsterdam 
He changed his namt from Baruch to Benedict — the Latin word 
foi blessed — and he took up the avocation of lens grinding as a 
means for a livelihood and the vocation of philosophy as the 
business of his life This was quite m keeping with the tradition 
of his ancestors The ancient Hebrew teachers had recom- 
mended a manual trade as a prerequisite for a scholarly life 
Learning, they namtaincd, is too precious a thing to be ex- 
changed for cash “Use your hands,” they said, “for worldly 
goodS|^your head for heavenly thoughts ” Like these ancient 
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teachcis, Spinoza was a dc\otce of the aristocratic creed of 
amal(ur spoi tsmanship But it was a sport^maIislllp of brains 
rather than of brawn 

\nd so he hv cd in his attu and pohslu d Ins ]( ns( s and dc\ ot( d 
his spau lime to thinl ing and wiitim; ahoal the l■n^sleI) of 
God and the mcaninq of hi( At the ae,' ol LueiiU-( itjlit lie 
moxed, toi^dlici with his hosts, to RlixnsiiihL, lu ai the ( it\ ol 
la'xden H(ic lu shut hinisdl lik( i silkwopp in h s tCKoon, ’ 
iiirch goiiit; out (v(cp( foi a walk or to l)a\ his simple food of 
milk and corn meal and in occ imoii il hanclliil ( 1 i iisins Ills 
chief amusement, next to coinei ii»^ wnli Ins hosts, was to 
wauh the antu s ol sjiide i^ just as some in^t 1 inieht be \\atelinu> 
the antics c)f men 1 he s'«^ht ol then b .tiles woild oine times 
send the teais i(»lhnt; doun his i hee ks w Jiii I i Ifexei he 
c me iieai to losnu^ his teinjiei, it was when his 1 nulLd) woulel 
eanlesslv sweep awa\ the eobuebs from Ins loom 

All the time that he sat watehiiii> the spidei s web he was 
^pniniinj; out the thread e>l his own plnlosophs 1 list lie wiote 
a thcoloc:ie d book, A InatiSi on in which lie eiitiei/eel 

the oiiliodox inUipie talioii of the Bible And then, ha\nn^ ic- 
jecmel the eoine lUional God of the Old J e.stanie lU, he adopted 
a TToie meidful God m a New Icstaiiicnt ol Ins own I h s New 
restaiiKiit (jfSpinozi, his famous book of Lilacs^ is cur of Uie 
stiaii^est books (.xei^wnileii Goinposed in Laiin it is g<.o- 
niehie'' in its form, Greek in its leleali'nin, Il ih in in it'N content 
(it IS l)*!scd upon ihe paniheisin of (jioidano Biuno;, Ireiich ni 
Its foi ndaliou 'il dc' (lops ihe mechanislie thcois of Deseaites) 
and Ilcbi^w m it. faith ( at bottom,' writes Spino/a ‘‘iiiy 
belu f IS the same as that entertained b\ the Jlcbiew piopiiets of 
olel ; ^vas thcic e\ei a man so unixens d as Spino/a'^ 

L'-t Us take a biief e \eursion into the uinxcisal mentality of 
this Goei-mtoxieatcd pliilosojihcr ” 
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in 

Spinoza, like the rest of us, was \itally interested in three ques- 
tions 

1 What sort of world do we live in? 

2 Who put us here‘s 

W hy^ 

In order to find an answer to these three questions he set out 
to examine (i) the structuic of the World, (2) the nature of 
God and (3) tlu life of Man 

The woild, obsened Spinoza, is infinite It has no beginning 
in space Suppose, lor argument’s sake, the world did ha\e a 
beginning Let us then in imagination jiiojeet oursches to that 
beginning and look beyond it \Vhat do we behold*^ Nothing- 
ness^ But nothingness is inconccn able Hence there is something 
beyond our imagined beginning — an infinite stretch of the 
w^orld that extends past the furthest imaginable horizon of 
human thought In like manner we can establish the fact — 
asserts Spinoza — that the world has no end in space 

Fill thci more, the woild is eternal It has no beginning and 
no end in time For nothingness m time is just as unthinkable as 
nothingness m space Induidual objects within the world have 
then physical boundaries, their growth and decay, their be- 
ginning and end, but the world itself is all-pen admg, c\er- 
lastmg, complete 

In this infinite and eternal world the earth and the planets, 
indeed all the riauhing hosts of suns and stars, arc nothing but 
a few grains of sand swept together into an obscure little corner 
of the uni\erse And what we call our universe is but a micro- 
scopic atom in the infinite body of tlie whole The number of 
universes in this extended world which we call the whole is in- 
finite in number, just as the world itself is infinite in space and 
time 
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Tins infinit\ and eternity of the \\oild — in a word, its ithole^ 
mss ov perfection — Spinoza charactcii/cd as the sul stance of the 
woild \n(l In ihe Urin siibstame lu meant issnta, hun^ (xist- 
cnci 'flu woild ( \<.ilasinit^l\ (xists^ is And tins little woid of 
tv\o Itttd'' in ilu hin'jfuai^* of Sj)iiio/a itk ms not onls is but 
u IS ind I lU hi It Is to Sj)ino/i pdlhips the most im])» riant 
wold 111 tli^ di(ii(»nai\ J Ik world ikmpv l^(I(.lt(d in\(rwill 
bcd<sti(»\(d It jiisi and pio(oundl\ .md ct(rndl\ 

So ini'( li iIkm, foi ilu stiiKtiiK ftl till world \nd now lor 
oui IK \t (ji'i siion — M pat us hffi^ Ilu tinswci (lod \nd 
who IS God^ To tins qiics+ion Spinoza gi\cs a unique and, at 
first giant c, surprising answer God, asscits Spinoza, is the woild 
He IS all-pcr\ading, c\crListing, complete He is E\ery object 
in the world is a momentary idea or attitude ot God Eat h of us 
is a definite part of Him, a cell m IIis bods, a thought in His 
mind, a sellable in His epic poem of life Yet each of us, with 
our scanty fine senses and our limited intclliqcnec, can under- 
stand but a small segment of this truth It is as if we were look- 
ing at the sea or the sky through a nairow think m a prison 
wall We suffer from msuffieicnt Msion in the prison cell of our 
body A half-blind person can distinguish only a few diab 
colors Our senses arc color-blind to the multifold attributes of 
God A worm, eiawlmg on the ground can ha\c but an in- 
finitesimal glimpse of tlie \ast world of which he is a part We 
arc nothing but groxding worms when we tr\ to understand 
God of w^hom we aie a part The greatest philosopher has but 
an infantile conception of the true nature — that is, the true char- 
acter — of God 

Yet c\cn this infantile conception, d elares Spinoza, prompts 
us to conccne that God is in everything and that cm rything is 
m Goci He is the Intelligence that guides the w^orld and the 
world that ’u guided by that Intelligence He is the eternal 
artist who weaves, “on the roaring loom of time,” the garment 
of planets and stars that we see Him by The visible umverse is 
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the body of God, and the energy that moves the universe is His 
mind And here Spinoza departs from Descartes The French 
philosopher had maintained that life consists of three entities — 
a mechanical body, a thinking mind and the '^piiit of God above 
Spinoza, however, communes the three entities into one God is 
not above us but within us Body, mind and spirit are but three 
aspects of a single reality The visible world is the body of God, 
the thought that contemplates it is His mind, and the energy 
that moves it is His spirit God, m other words, is the infinite 
substance, idea and motion of the world He is the world Every 
blade of grass, every clod of earth, evciy unfolding flower, every 
li\ing creature, ho\ve\er lowly, partakes alike of His di\ine 
essence The most magnificent constellation in the heavens and 
the meanest beggar on earth are equally important syllables in 
the poem of life 

Every human body, therefore, is part of God^s body, and 
every human thought is part of God’s mind Let us not, how- 
ever, confuse our own puny intelligence with the infinite in- 
telligence of God The world is gov erned not in accordance with 
our individual desires but m accordance with God’s all-cm- 
bracing and all-compiehending plan The story which He has 
woven into the drama of life is beyond our understanding It 
is not for us to pass judgment upon it, since it has not been made 
for oui benefit It is as logical to believe that the world w^as made 
for man to enjoy as it would be to believe that hands and feet 
were made for mosquitoes to bite or that noses were made for 
spectacles to rc st upon The human indiv idual, the human race, 
is but a small part in the infinite plan of God The entire earth 
is but a microscopic cell in His bodv^ 

But w^e must be careful, in speaking of God, not to ascribe to 
Him a human form oi human emotions God is not a capricious 
overseer wath a long beard who sits in heaven and who is swayed 
by our prayers to help us or by the pia^crs of our enemies to 
injure us What seems good or bad to us as individuals is of no 
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concern lo Him 1 or though our mind in a part of (yod’s mind, 
It IS CMilv a muioscopu ])art All tilings, to b( sun ])ait*ikc of 
the inulligcncc of God lliil in this woild th( u an (lifh'unt 
»j:iacUs of inulligtiKi 1 Ik mind of a tiK, lot (x.iinjilc has 
\(T\ huR in lommon with ihc nind ol a dog, nu Tnmd of i 
doii has \(i\ iMiJi in loinmon with tlu mind of il'i a\ii ig( 
human, and the mind ul the aviiagc hiimaii has \ci) liiLlc m 
common with the mind of a Socrates or a Shake spearc or a 
Dtscaitcs But e\cn the mind of Descartes as compaicd to God 
IS like the mind of a tree as compared to Dcscaitcs Together 
with Lnic^rson, Spinoza might have said, as he looked upon our 
human hatreds and rages and ambitions, ‘AVhy so hot, my 
little fellow^'* 

Yet — and here comes the hopeful phase of Spmo/a’s philos- 
ophy — our destin\ is greater than we think Each of us, though 
but a small part of God, is an equally impoiiant part Our present 
sojourn on earth, as the Spmozist Walt Whitman has hinted, is 
but a stage m our ultimate de\clopmcnt You, I, the pcasint 
at the plow, the workman in the factory, the ailist lx foie his 
cam as, the poet at his desk, the \agabond in the guttci - all of 
us arc related pupils in the selfsame school of eternity We hap- 
pen to be in different grades, depending upon oui state of 
mental and spiiilual dc\clopment, at this particular moment 
But in the long run, whatc\er our present grade or station, we 
shall all alike reach the senior class of the elect Th s, m the 
philosophy of Spinoza as interpreted in the poetry of Walt 
Whitman, is the true essence of Democracy 

We may use another illustration in order to clarify Spinoza’s 
idea as to the part that each one of us p’ ly s in the di\ me scheme 
of life The world may be compared to a symphony, of which 
every one of m is a note Talcn by itself, each note is nothing, 
but as a contributing part of the symphony, it is everything 
Even the '.o-called ^Tailuies” in life are important in the sum- 
mary of the whole Suppose, to return to our symphony, the 

f 



SPINOZA 


composer puts in a note and then strikes it out again in order 
to insert something which will be more harmonious in that 
particular passage The note which has been written down and 
then rubbed out has been necessary and important in the develop- 
ment of the composer’s thought as he kept on perfecting his 
symphony 

To use still anothei figure — painting Ever^^ stroke of the 
brush, whether it remains in the final picture or is erased, has 
played its necessary part in the de\clopment of the artist’s 
thought No line or color that has ever come into being has 
been in \ain 

In like manner no human life, howe\ er short or unhappy, has 
been in vain Each of us is an essential thread in the infinite 
tapestry of life, a significant note in the symphony of God, a 
contributory stroke of the brush in the painting of God — in a 
word, an intimate part of God 

God, then, is the unnerse The stars, the planets, the trees, 
the flowers, the oceans, the mountains, the clouds — these are 
the body of God The spiiit that gives them shape and color and 
motion and beauty is the mind of God Every human body is 
part of God’s body, and every human mind is part of God’s 
mind This philosophical doctrine is called Pantheism^ from the 
Greek words pan (the whole, or everything) and thios (God) 

This doctrine of Pantheism is more than a mere theory It 
has tremendous practical and ethical implications For if all 
humanity is one body and one soul, it follows that no indnidual 
can hurt others without hurting himself To do an injury to 
your neighbor is to cut off your own finger or to pluck out your 
own eye The happiness of each of us depends upon the well- 
being of the whole body of mankind For the human race, like 
every human being, is a united living oiganism We are more 
than brothers of a single human family under the fatherhood 
of God We are members of a single human entity which m 
turn IS an integral part of ihe dnine essence of God 
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And now Spino/a has told us what sort of world we li\e in 
and who pul us here There still remains the third question, 
why has God put us into this uorld^ The answ^er to this question, 
according to Spino/a, is that \v( ha\c bten born into this woild 
in order to lx happ\ 

But what IS h«ippiiiess^ Tlu presence of jikasme and tlic .ib- 
senec of pain It is our buMixss in life to seek pleasure and to 
avoid pain In older that we mav be al)le to do this most e Ik ( - 
lively, advises Spinoza, we must first try to understand our 
hmitations We are cogs in a cosmic machine The will that 
moves this machine is the infinite and eternal mind of God 
And the mind of God is the law of nature Light travels from 
star to star and man traces a path of consciousness between a 
sleep and a sleep because they both follow the will of God — 
that IS, the necessary law of light and of life As for our human 
will, It also follows the laws of necessity There is no such thing 
as free will 

We are the creatures of circumstance, the product of our en- 
vironment “There is in the mind,” writes Spinoza, “no abso- 
lute or free will, but the mind is determined to will this or that 
by a cause which in its turn is determined by another cause, 
and this by another, and so on to infinity ” In other words, all 
our actions, just like the features of our face and the muscles of 
our body, are dependent upon natural forces which have been 
operating as far back "^s the human imagination can reach 
In accordance with the fixed laws of nature it has been destined 
from time immemorial that a Shakespeare should be born to 
write divine dramas and that a Socrates should arise to die for 
his fellow men Our acts arc no more free and they have no 
more tc io with the will than the falling of the ram from the 
sky or tii*- flight of an arrow that has been shot out of a bow 
The only difference between the flight of an arrow rind the act 
of a human being ic that the human being is conscious of his act 
and mistakes his consciousness for will power 
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We know what we do, but we have no freedom or power to 
do otherwise We are chained to our destiny We are permitted 
to be interested spectators in the little drama of our life, but we 
have no \oice in its direction We have the ability to watch our 
acts and we mistake it for the ability to will them Our decisions 
are the result not only of our own past life but of the past hves 
of all our ancestors 

Let us, therefore, understand our limitations Let us realize 
that wc are not free agents but parts of a di\ me maclimc which 
thinks and acts in accordance with the eternal laws of nature 
And, understanding this, let us now return to the purpose for 
which we live This purpose, as we have seen is to be happy, to 
seek pleasure and to a\oid pain Our chief interest in life is to love 
ourselves “Each man,"’ writes Spinoza, “must love himself and 
seek what is useful to him ” 

This sounds like the height of egoism But Spinoza goes on to 
piove that it is the height of altruism For, as Spinoza points 
out, in order to lo\e yourself you must love others Love, pleas- 
ure, happiness — these treasures of the soul are best enjoyed 
when most generously shared We have already met this 
doctrine of enlightened selfishness in the philosophy of Aristotle 
Spinoza amplifies the idea and applies it to modern life The 
wise man, declares Spinoza, knows that he can help himself only 
by helping others He realizes that indiudual happiness is mutual 
happiness He avoids env^ because envy produces not happiness 
but pain He avoids hatred because hatred begets hatred He 
avoids hurting otheis because he knows* that injury is repaid 
with injury, that he who takes up the sword is destined to perish 
by the sword He avoids conquest because he realizes that every 
military victory sows the seeds for a future war of revenge 
“Our greatest vk tones,” writes Spinoza, “arc won not by arms 
but by greatness of soul ” 

The truly good man, therefore, the tiuly happy man, will be 
the truly wise man He will be generous to others because he 
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knoiis that in this way he will be most generous to himself And 
so our ultimate object in life is to seek happiness through 
knowledge, through the acquisition of wisdom through the 
cnljghtinid understaridmg e)f the \ital interrelationship that 
c'lsts In twee 11 man and man He who iinehi stands will hate 
nothing, despise nothing, injure nothing and teai nothing He 
will li\c a life not of individual ambition but of mutual co- 
operation He will adhere to the teaching of the ancient prophets 
and to the principle of the Golden Rule He w ill “desire nothing 
for himself which he will not also desire for the rest of mankind ” 
^ Foi all men arc equally important parts of God And so, 
asserts Spinoza, in order to be happy you must love yourself 
But to lo\c ) ourself is to love mankind, and to love mankind is 
iO lo\e God And this is the reason for wdiich we ha\e come into 
the world 


IV 

Love, declares Spinoza, is that which transforms our temporal 
life into an eternal ecstasy It is the supieme emotion which 
gi\es a real meaning to our existence In the presence of lo\e 
the pain of death disappears For “he who loves his fellow men 
is untouched by the fear of death ” Death is but an incident, a 
transitional moment, a passage from mortal lift to immortality 
The body dies but the soul lives on For the soul of man is part 
of the soul of God Each^human life is like the reflection of the 
sun in a pool of water The water dries up You no longer see 
the light of the sun reflected in it But the sun has not been lost 
It still glitters m all its splendor among the stars In like manner 
the indiMdual body dies but the um\cr il soul lives on “The 
human s ) il,” writes Spinoza, “is not destroyed with the body 
but someti mg of it remains which is eternal ” 

And what u that eternal something^ It is the divine essence 
which lives in the body but is not of the body It is the visible 
thought If God’s divme poem pnnted upon the page of time, 
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just as the visible thought of a Homeric poem is printed upon 
the page of a book When the book is cast away and the page 
IS destroyed it is not the poem but the printed copy of it that 
has perished The thought of Homer is impimled upon many 
pages You may tear vp the pages but )ou cannot tear up the 
thought To change the metaphor, each of us is a bit of colored 
glass in the kaleidoscope of life When the glass is broken the 
color is not lost but melts into the white radiance of immortality 
Each human being, therefore, is a related pait of a di\ine 
unit When the individual dies his soul is like a drop ot water 
returning to the ocean, a single note melting into the splendor 
of a symphony, a sublime thought taken out of its temporal con- 
text and put into the framcwoik of eternity 

And It is only in this fiamewwk of eternity, sub specie aetcrm-> 
tails, that we can understand the true dimensions of our own 
existence Let us, remembering our united destiny, Icain to be 
satisfied with little, to return love for hatred and to accept with 
a smiling courage whatever our individual fate may have to 
offer This is the sum and substance of the happy life, ‘'the whole 
method,” as Spinoza would say, of the superior man’s wisdom 
Above all, he uiges, Icain to take joy m your intimate relation- 
ship with the rest of the world Bear constantly m mind the fact 
that your own and youi ncighboi’s existence, howevei insignifi- 
cant they may appear to you, are necessary threads in the weav- 
ing of the tapestry of universal life “Fhc greatest good is the 
knowledge of the union which the mind has with the whole of 
nature ” If the world has not been made for you, be happy in 
the thought that you have been made for the world You are 
an important page m the book of life Without you the book 
would have been incomplete 

V 

The page of Spinoza’s own life was beautiful but to his con- 
temporaries unimpressive — a noble manuscript published in a 
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chctip cdilion In appeal <iiicc he was anvlliin^ but striking — 
small boil), dark skin, black curly hair, long blaik e\cbro\vs, 
eyes feverish with the unhealthy luster of consumption He 
was careless about his clothes “A mediocre article,” he said, 
‘‘should not be put into a costly envelope ” And he was in- 
different about his temporary valuation because he was so 
certain of his eternal worth 

He went through life in obscurity Yet a few discerning souls 
were able to recognize his greatness At the request of these ap- 
preciate e friends he moved to The Hague, where he remained 
for the rest of his life He lived, as before, in a single room This 
was his shop, his lodging place and his reception hall for the 
few visitors who came to pay their respects to his greatness 
Among those who thus honored him with their \isits wcic the 
German inventor. Von Tschirnaus, the secretary of the British 
Royal Society, Henry Oldenburg, the Dutcli scientist, Hu)gens, 
the philosophei, Gottfried Leibniz, and the wealthy Amsterdam 
merchant, Simon de Vries These men tried to extricate him 
from his obscurity and to protect him against his poverty But 
in v^ain, for he did nothing to help them When De Vries offeied 
him a gift of Si 000 Spinoza lefuscd the offer Later, when De 
Vries proposed to will his entiie foitunc to Spinoza, the ‘To ihsh 
wise man” refused a second time And finally, when this mer- 
chant at his death bequeathed to Spinoza an annuity of $230, 
Spinoza insisted upon reducing the sum to $130 At about this 
time he declined a much greater gift — a pension from Louis 
XIV with the pioviso that Spinoza should dedicate his next 
book to His Glittering Highness Spinoza, m refusing the 
pension, quietly observed that he couldn’t honestly flatter a 
man w r m he didn’t admire 

At last there came to him an opportunity for “honorable” 
recognition He was offered the chair of philosophy at Heidel- 
berg Uy/ersity Here, he was assured, he would be allowed to 
exercise “the most perfect freedom in philosophizing” if only 

[ ^30] 



SPINOZA 

he would promise not to abuse this freedom by “calling in 
question the established religion of the state ” Again Spinoza 
rejected the offer with thanks He preferred to starve and to 
speak the truth as he saw it 

For the petty offers and honors of life meant less than nothing 
to this man whose eyes were centered upon eternity Anchored 
in the peaceful harbor of his thoughts, he was quite indifferent 
to the tempests that agitated the minds of his less philosophical 
contemporaries Holland and France were in the midst of a 
war But Spinoza took no interest in the conflict It was a 
foolish battle of spiders The end of this war, whatever the out- 
come, would be merely the beginning of the preparation for 
another war He had nothing to do with the ambitions and the 
rivalries and the hatreds that brought death to the bodies of 
men He was interested only in their deathless souls Foe and 
friend were alike to him One day he was almost lynched 
because, with the innocence of a child — or of a sage — he 
went to the enemy’s camp at the invitation of their com- 
mander, Piince Gonde, in order to have a philosophic chat 
with him* 

Fortunately he succeeded in convincing his compatriots that 
he was not a traitor to their cause but only a harmless lover of 
wisdom He escaped with his life 

But not for long For he, too, was engaged in a war — a war 
against his disease It was a losing battle, and, like all the other 
battles of life, it left him indifferent For “the human soul is 
not destroyed with the body, but something of it remains which 
IS eternal ” 

And that part of him which was eternal looked on courage- 
ously as that fragile body of his wasted rapidly away The winter 
of 1677 was too much for his shattered lungs He died on Sun- 
day, the twenty-second of February, while his host and his 
hostess were in church The only one present was his physician, 
who seized the money that he found on the table, together with 
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a sihci-lianclkd knilr, and then left llic bod> unccrcntoniously 
How Spino/a would h.i\c laughed to see tins* 

\I 

Spinoza had not only one of the most universal minds of modern 
times but one of the most sympathetic hcaits In 1882, when liis 
statue was unseilcd at The Hague, Ernest Renan concluded 
the dedicatory exercises with these words “Here came perhaps 
the truest Msion c\ci had of God ” He might have added the 
words, “because here came perhaps the noblest afiection ever 
entertained for Man ” 
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"T 

X NO SOONER perceived myself in the world than I found my- 
self in a storm/’ wrote John Locke of his birth The “storm’’ 
took place in the little town of Wnngton, north of Somerset- 
shire It was in fact a tempest, a tornado of political unrest that 
had swept upon the sunny British countryside from Whitehall 
King Charles the First — first in bigotry and arrogance and 
tyranny — had dismissed the English Parliament and had at- 
tempted to rule alone The great struggle between the divine 
right of royalty and the divine royalty of right had left the realm 
of political theory It was a time to try hearts and to break 
heads 

John Locke’s father was a country lawyer who believed m 
freedom He took up arms against the king and joined the cav- 
alry The revolutionists swept over England They unseated 
Charles from the throne and relieved him of his head The thud 
of the royal crown as it fell from the scaffold was heard round 
the world A fiec people had dared to rise up and to challenge 
the sanctity of the law invested in the person of the king They 
had summoned him to judgment, they had accused him of a 
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cnme against lh( ir sovereignty, and they had made him answer 
for the crime, for the willful transgression of the one against the 
prerogatives of the many The blucbloods all over Europe were 
shocked out of their high-heeled boots They felt of their necks 
tenderly In a huge expanse of wilderness many thousands of 
miles away bands of Puritan pioneers who had been hounded 
out of their homes for their religious beliefs, under the regime 
of Charles, rubbed their cold hands over their New England 
firesides and felt that they were vindicated 

Such were the restless times in John Locke’s boyhood E\ cry - 
where about him there was contention and bloodshed When 
Charles was dishonorably dismissed from the ranks of life 01i\cr 
Cromwell merch replaced one tyranny with another For clc\ cn 
years England was a military dictatorship John Locke’s school- 
days w^re miserable He was drilled in Puritan dogma The 
chiefs of the state, “divinely elect” but not populaily elected, 
suppressed all freedom of instinct in education Student life w as 
just one lugubrious sermon after another All o\cr England the 
divines administered spiritual spankings to the students for their 
failure to regard their salvation with the proper funereal atti- 
tude 

Everywhere in the country dogma was eating dogma In- 
toleiance was the order of the day But in his own household 
John found the proper tolerance The Locke family li\ cd a life 
of free and equal co-opc^ation When Locke was a young man 
his father called him into his study and said, “My bo), I owe 
you an apology ’ 

“Why, Father^” 

“I belie\e I lost my temper and thrash^'d you on one occasion 
many ars ago ” 

II 

At twtnty Locke entered Christ’s Church, Oxford He felt no 
pleasurefn studying His education was little better than a self- 



LOCKE 


imposed exile The curriculum had as much soul as his old 
schoolmaster’s rod And the teaching reached a hardly more 
susceptible part of the anatomy ‘T found \cry little light 
brought to my understanding,” remarked Locke, speaking of 
his university couise ‘’cveral yeais latci He suspected that he 
was getting nowhere m college. But he was wrong He was 
developing a health} contempt for dogmatic scholarship, and 
he reacted so violcmtly that, without knowing it, he was laying 
the foundation for a new system of knowledge Such is the 
beneficent effect of bad schooling upon the mind of a thinker 

Shoitly after his graduation he was appointed teacher of 
Gieck at Chnst’s Church In addition to his academic duties he 
became interested in piactical politics and in medical research 
— not a b id start for a }oung man who had despised his studies 
m hiS schoolclavs 

In lus middJe twenties he found himself beicft of his entire 
family Hi') motliei had died in Ins (hilclhood His father had 
succumljcd to a lung disease soon aflci John’s graduation from 
college His oiil) brother followed Ins lathe i wilIiiii a short time 
The yening philosophei had goed need of Ins plnlosophy 

But the gods had blessed him with a splendid gift— the power 
of making fiuncis His numerous fiiendships tiansformcd his 
hie into a ^ piotraetcd f( stival of joy ” 

And of mutual and piactical good will One of Ins most in- 
timate friends was Lord Ashlc}, an influential peer of the realm 
Loeke had met him while a student at Oxfoid (m i6b6), a few 
}cars aftci Ciomwell and his stiffnecked Punt ins had been 
oveithiown The Stuart regime had been bi ought back under 
the 1 lunty leach i ship ul Charles II The pleasuies of a icpressed 
SOI icly were ic‘'toicd, and with a vengeance Obscenity became 
a fine art Deb luehery was systematized by oidc r of the court 
The old maid, Tudor Bess, had never in her most unmaidenly 
moments dreamt of this And her dreams had not been above 
suspicion 
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Charles resorted to licentiousness as a means of restoring the 
unhcensed government of his fathers The old serpent of ab^ 
solutism was gliding under the tree of knowledge and urging 
the populace to pluck the fruits of sm It was harvest time in 
Merry England But the winter wouldn’t be long in coming 

Lord Ashley, Locke’s new-found fiicnd, was one of the fore- 
most political opponents of the king and his debaucheries and 
his di\ine “rights ” He stood for the decencies of parliamentary 
government Another clash between the king and the middle 
classes was in the olRng And Locke was destined to ha\e an 
^excellent observation point in the great political drama that 
was about to begin 

But Locke was not inclined to be a spectator By nature he 
was an actor 1 hougli he had by this time dev eloped a most re- 
markable proficiency in his studies, he was no mere academi- 
cian He was, in a true sense, a doctor of learning, a pmctitioner 
of knowledge Most people, when they acquire Icaining, lose their 
common sense — that is, their sense of the common interests of 
mankind They become exclusive, aristocratic, aloof They re- 
gard their knowledge as a rare and volatile perfume which they 
must keep carefully sealed up lest it escape and evaporate into 
thin air But Locke admitted everybody into the open spaces 
of his thought He invited all those who wcie blessed walh a 
healthy pair of nostrils to take a liberal breath of good clean air 
Let us all partake of thfc fragrance of knowledge Le us all 
benefit by it 

Among those who were the first to deiive benefit from Locke’s 
extraordinary knowledge were Lord Ashley and his family 
Locke became an adviser to Lord and I idy Ashlev, a tutor to 
their chiMren and a physician to them all When Lord Ashley’s 
oldest son arrived at a marriageable age Locke found him a 
wife And whcxi the young Lady Ashley was about to become a 
mother he offered h^s services as her obstetrician At this time 
he had nftt received a medical degree nor had he evxr practiced 
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medicine His entire medical knowledge was theoretical But 
he felt no hesitation in undertaking the delivery of the child — 
and he succeeded Shortly after the birth of the child he per- 
formed a difficult operation on the grandfather, Lord Ashley, 
removing a tumor from his breast And, miracle of miracles, the 
operation too was successful Such proceedings would today 
shock the medical fraternity But Locke, like Bacon, was a um- 
versal scholar and therefore a universal practitioner All 
branches of knowledge came within his theoretical province, 
and whenever possible he put his theories to practical use To- 
gether with the Latin poet Teience he might have said, ‘T am 
a man, and nothing human is beyond the scope of m) activity 

As for his medical activity, one of the foremost physicians of 
the age, Dr Sydenham, wrote to a friend that Locke had not 
only the greatest judgment but the greatest skill as well He 
even icfened to Locke as an authority with regaid to his own 
skill "‘You know how thoroughly^ my method of curing fevers 
IS appiovcd by John Locke ’’ 

Locke’s interests were almost as versatile as the interests of 
Francis Bicon And he possessed one quality which the Eliza- 
bethan philosopher lacked — a sense of honor Like Bacon, he 
became active in politics But, unlike Bacon, he was an honest 
politician Ihiough Lord Ashley he was appointed to the ad- 
ministrative board of the ciown colony of Carolina He helped 
to draft the constitution of the colony, emphasizing a program of 
political, social and religious tolerance A constitution of this 
soit was as badly needed in England as it was in the colonies 

Thus fai Loc kc liad liv cd on the sunny side of fate His friends 
were influential, his mind was vigorous, his reputation sohd 
But now, in his late thirties, he developed a disease of the lungs 
To the end of his life he was racked with a cougli that gradually 
sapped his strength But he was cheerful in spite of his illness. 
And this was fortunate For the political career of Lord Ashley 
and his own fortunes were about to be sorely tested 
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Lord Vlil(\ in *»pilc ol his \\( ll-kiiown liberalism, had bccir 
cle\al(d lo ih( hiuhcNl ofTite iii the kinL^dom— that ol Loid 
Chant clloi 1 loni not\ on he was to be known to hi^toiy as the 
Earl of Shaftesbury He had become the first c^icat leader of the 
mercantile elasses in England Owing to the rise of these mer- 
cantile classes British politics w^as undergoing an c\olution from 
autocracy in the direction of demoeiao Ihc kingdom of one 
party, consisting of the absolute monarch and his nobles, \vas 
gning wny to a kingdom of two parties — the party ol the nobles 
and the party of the meichants Shaftcsbuiv was head of the 
^mercantile party called the Whigs as against the supporting 
party of tlic king, known as the lours 

Shaftesbury ’s c aiccr was like the rise and fall of a stormy sea 
After his elevation to the chancellorship the king suddenly gicw 
suspicious of him, dischaigcd him from his ofTice and sent him 
to the Tower Loeke, who was likch to share in his mastci’s 
fortune, bad or good, thought it advisable to seek a warmer 
climate for his political as well as for his physical health He 
traveled to the south of France, and upon his retuin to England 
he found Lord Ashley not only restored to the favor of the king 
but ensconced as the presiding officer of the loy^al council 
Within two years, however, Shaftesbury was again committed 
to the Tower on a charge of high ticason 

Shaftesbuiy’s life was just one piison term after another and 
Locke’s one trip to the Continent after another But the earl 
benefited even more than the philosopher from this stiange 
routine Foi if Locke, upon his icturn from his exile, found him- 
self free to speculate upon the vicissitudes of life, Shaftesbury, 
upon his release fiom the Tower, was to fi id himself freed even 
from the necessity of speculation For he rctiicd fiom one 
prison cell another — the grave 

Whatever we inc4.y say of Shaftesbury’s retirement, we know 
that Locke’s vvas well spent Gieatness develops out of loneliness 
And the greatest glory is often shed upon a country by the sons 
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she has cast from her bosom The human family has frequently 
been saved by its “black sheep ” The spiritual lawbreakers of 
history are a veritable rogues’ gallery — of saints 
Shaftesbury had died in disgrace, and Locke was a marked 
man For he had been Shaftesbury’s intimate companion It 
was rumored that he was the author of a pamplilet advocating 
rebellion against tyranny He was looked upon as a dangerous 
radical The government had set spies upon him at Oxfoid 
They watched his ev^ery movement The college authorities, 
when questioned, reported that the> knew nothing of his 
‘Vvhig” intiigucs Whereupon the spies engaged him m com 
vcrsilion in the hope that he would let fall some suspicious 
woids To no avail “Not a word ever drops from his mouth 
that discovcis anything of his plottings within ” 

But the king, to be on the sate side, ordeied his dismissal fiom 
the Oxfoid faculty Realizing his piecarious position, Locke 
departed for Holland, the haven of all hbcial refugees The 
king sent agents after him to “ferret him out “ Proceedings of 
extradition were issued against him The king’s court was pre- 
paied to try him But one obstacle stood in the way of the king’s 
triumph Locke was nowhere to be found “He had vanished 
into thin ail ” Actually he had found a hiding place in the house 
ol a fiicndly physician at Amsterdam 

Locke had now the good opportunity to weigh the merits of 
the liberal government in the Netherlands as against the defects 
of the coercive gov^ernment m England He felt that the world 
needed a new philosophy, a new code of ethics, a new^ religion 
of tolerance Man must be tolerant — that must be his only 
dogma 

III 

Sic cogitavit de in ellectu humano Johannes Locke^ anno i 6 yi “Thus 
pondered John Locke on the problems of hurhan understand- 
ing, 1671 ” Locke had made this entry in his notebook a decade 
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earlier, when the discussion at his club had turned upon the 
mystery of the human intelhgence This philosophical problem 
had always fascinated Locke But the more he learned about 
the operations of the human mind the more he despaired 
of its sanity In France the great masses of the people were 
sweating and starving for the greater glory of a few indolent 
nobles In England religious toleiance was out of fashion, and 
those who tiled to revue the style had good reason to fear for 
their lues All over the European continent the sheeplike mil- 
hons, fed by a few cunning shepherds in the pasture lands of 
prejudice, were allowing themselves to be fleeced of their posses- 
sions Society was a ‘duinely ordained’' system of castes — with 
the majority of men belonging to the outcasts Yet a little com- 
mon sense might ha\e changed all this 

In Holland alone, it seemed, there w^as a measure of common 
sense The Dutch middle classes were ah\c Ihev were the 
bankers and the traders who applied their shrewd business 
skepticism to the affairs of the go\crnment They were used to 
weighing their politics as they weighed their merchandise 
The traffic of goods was a matter of gi\ e and take So, too, they 
reasoned, should be the traffic of go\ernmcnt Business was 
based upon contracts between the seller and the bu>er In 
like manner go\ ernment must be based upon contracts between 
the ruler and the ruled The king has no divine right to force 
his authority upon the people He merely has a commercial 
right to sell it, at a price that is satisfactory to the customer The 
king, in shor^, must enter into a mutually acceptable compact 
with his people In the commercial philosophy of the rising 
imddle classes Locke saw the keynote to t greater philosophy — 
the philo‘'ophy of a sounder basis for human relationships, the 
conquest c f prejudice through common sense 
While Locke was prepanng his notes on the all-important 
question of human prejudice, one prejudice in the world of men 
was s^t aside forever— the Stuart prejudice By a lucky turn in 
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the wheel of fortune the Dutch king, William of Orange, had 
come to the English throne The British hberals and the growing 
mercantile class had pleaded secretly with him to overthrow 
the bigoted Stuart and to become their king in his stead The 
Great Revolution of i688 was a middle-class revolution 
William landed on the Enghsh shore and effected a bloodless 
uprising on the part of the bourgeoisie They installed him on 
the thione after they had bound him to a contract like the good 
businessmen that they were 

Locke was now able to return to his nati\e land He published 
his Es:say on Human Understandings the greater part of which he 
had compiled during his exile “Essay’’ is a modest term The 
book is a monumental w^ork, quite m keeping with the monu- 
mental events that were taking place 

For some time Locke had known what was wrong with the 
philosophy of the world Men were unwilling to put their moral 
ideas to the test as they had done with their commercial and 
their political ideas They had begun to doubt the divine right 
of kings but they still believed implicitly in the divine right of 
prejudice Sectanan teachers and dogmatic philosophers were 
stressing the unlimited capacity of the human mind to arrive at 
certain “infallible” truths Man was supposed to be born with 
preconceived ideas about God and men — ideas subject to no re- 
vision, liable to no dispute Those who refused to subscribe to 
these ideas, whether in the realm of religion or of social relation- 
ship, were doomed to persecution Such was the foundation of 
the mighty sti ucturc of intolerance and bigotry and malevolence 
that enslaved the human mind 

IV 

What was the actual t^-uth with regard to the so-callcd “infalh- 
ble” truths of mankind^ Locke’s answer to this question de- 
scended upon the world like a bombshell. 

ins] 
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“Our mincK arc not made as large as truth nor suited to the 
whole extent of things ” Let us be honest with ourscKes and 
admit as much ‘ It will bccomt us betUr to considei well our 
own weakness and exigencies, what we arc made for, what we 
are capable of” Such must be our modest beginning Far from 
having any innate knowledge of things tucked away in the 
crevices of the mind, we must face the one fact that we can con- 
ceive no true ideas beyond our experience 
The human mind has no ideas of its own It is only a mirror 
that reflects whattv cr is held up to it through the medium of our 
Senses Or perhaps we can look upon it as a layer of wax that 
is molded into the shape of the ideas which it receives The mind 
has no creative power of its own It cannot even create the idea 
of God God exists independently of the human intelligence, 
just as the sensory world exists outside of the human intelligence 
But the idea of God is grasped in a different manner from the 
ideas of the outside world In fact there are two ways in which 
the mind receives its ideas The first is by means of simple 
sensation^ by the perception of the objects of the external world 
The second is by means of reflection^ by the assimilation and the 
classification of the ideas which the mind receives from the 
senses The mind has a way of combining and repeating scnsoiy 
impressions When the mind thus combines and repeats its 
sensory impressions — that^is, when it reflects upon its own 
operations — it gi\cs rise to the ideas known as doubting, willing, 
thinking and believing 

The only way in which the mind can tel) whether it is as- 
similating Its ideas into true or into false propositions is through 
Its power of intuition Intuition is indeed the basis of all our 
fundament ii knowledge ‘Tt is irresistible and, like bright sun- 
shine, forces Itself immediately to be perceived ” It is through 
intuition alone that w^e know ourselves And it is through the 
knowledge j>f ourselves that wc percei\ e our Creator 

There are, then, two kinds of ideas, observes Locke. Our 
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simple ideas of heat and cold spring entirely from our expen- 
ence, our simple ideas of will and doubt spiing from our re- 
flection upon our experience These simple ideas are the ma- 
terials over which we have no power, “either to make or de- 
stroy ” All that w^e can do is to “unite them together” or to set 
them by one anothei, as the builder does with his bricks 
Whence, howc\cr, come the complex ideas that wc have of 
beauty and icsignation Mid justice and lovc^ Fiom experience also 
For these complex ideas aie made up of combinations of the 
simple ideas of sensation and icflcction For example, wc receive 
the simple idea of an object that gives us an aestlictic pleasure 
In the couise ol out cxj^criencc we icceivc othei ideas of a 
similar nature lh( mind assimilates and combines all these 
ideas into a co-ordinated unity which upon leflettion wc call 
“beauty ” Howevei, we have never sicn “beauty’’ It becomes 
an absti action with us The simple experiences of certain 
beautiful objects oi sensations are real, but then the mind upon 
reflection takes the isolated realities and transfoims them into a 
general abstraction And this is how wc leceivc the most com- 
plicated of all the conceptions — the conceptions of eternity and 
of inhnity In our daily lile wc cxpciience definite limits of 
time Taking these definite limits of time — seconds, minutes, 
houis, days, ycais, centuries — as a measuic, wc extend them m 
both directions into the indefinite, oi infinite, duration of the 
past and the future The same is true of our cone eption of space 
The mind has a quirk for adding concrete units of experience 
into endless abstractions — seconds into clcinity, inches into in- 
finity, individual affection into umvcisal love 

All knowledge, therefore, is based upon our experience 
Our knowledge of God is based upon our experience of our- 
selves The brain cannot transcend its environment. For 
the brain comes to birth only through the forces of environ- 
ment It is an inhgial part of its cnviionmcnt The brain is 
doomed to failure when it tries to theorize beyond its own 
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immediate limits It feeds upon itself as a toad feeds upon its 
own skin 

And so let us stop speculating about impossible abstractions, 
“infallible” truths and inconceivable states of perfection We 
can no more experience infallibility oi perfection in this life 
than we can experience infinity or timelessncss It is indeed a 
logical conclusion that just as God exists as an eternal truth and 
as an eternal testimony to the laws of reason so too must abso- 
lute moralit\, which is dependent upon the will of God, exist 
as a leasonablc truth And yet it is a fact that the human eye has 
^never seen an act of ideal justice or of perfect goodness Conduct 
in tins world of ours is a relative matter Experience teaches us 
that men will seek good and avoid evil for the most utilitaiian 
of motives That which brings man the guatest pleasure he 
calls good That which brings him the greatest pain he calls 
evil 

Since, then, the human mind is incapable of experiencing 
absolute truth, concludes Locke, it behooves us in the name of 
common sense to allow every man his right to square himself 
With the Lord in his own way Society must not attempt to 
impose standards upon the private conscience of the individual, 
so long as the actions of the individual do not interfere with the 
public welfare Let each man do good in Ins own wa> The con- 
duct of the community as a whole should be based upon its 
common usefulness What'‘ contributes to the pleasure of the 
greatest number, that must be esteemed the greatest good 
Leave everv man to his own conseicnce and his own religion 
Protestant, Catholic and Jew, all of them alike are trying to da 
God’s will For w^liat the e>e is unable to 'ueasurc, the heart is 
able to fed And the human heart has a capacity for goodness 
and piety th *t comes tolerably close to perfection 
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V 

Here, then, in the words of Locke, is the first crude archi- 
tectural plan upon which the whole mighty edifice of modern 
thought and of modern tolerance is based — a thought confined 
within modest limits, a tolerance and a mutual respect among 
all minds struggling weakly for a little light Mutual respect 
breeds mutual ficcdom Freedom of religion and freedom of 
conscience “ foleiance, after all, is merely a matter of common 
sense” — the mtuitne common sense of the a\eragc man 

It is true that Locke was more sound in his philosophy jthan 
he was in his ps\cho]ogy The modern psychologists have re- 
jected Locke’s theory that the mmd is a sickly, homeless and 
helpless wad in an alien world They arc inclined to gi\ e it more 
plumpness, moie boldness in the shaping of its destiny Today 
wc are awaic that the Imman mind is moie than a mere re- 
ceptacle for heltei -skelter ideas It is an acti\e and creative 
personality Yet in spite of its psychological shortcomings 
Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding remains a great declara- 
tion of independence in the annals of thought It is the opening 
chapter in the epic of modern democracy 

Locke’s was a gieat century in human progress A tiinity of 
tolerant skeptics — thiee Englishmen — w^ere introducing to man- 
kind the ways cT ‘‘sweet reasonableness” They were simple, 
health\ men without pretense, without illusions, without a sense 
of m irtyrdom or messianic complex of any kind But they were 
blessed with the giacc of greatness And all thiee of them were 
intimate friends The first was William Penn, who brought light 
to the New Woild The second was Isaac Newton, who defined 
the laws of the umveise The third was John Locke, who paved 
the way of uncici standing between man and man 
To the very last summer of his life John Locke remained an 
ardent soldier on the battlefield of good will With the accession 
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of William and Maiy he icsumcd his acti\e lole m public life 
He sat on the Board of Trade and helped to de\ elop the in- 
dustiies of Great Britain He wrote pamphlets defending the 
rights of labor to an equitable share in the production of wealth 
He intcicstcd himself in the education of the masses He de- 
fended \Mth all his Mgor a bill to insure the fieedom of the press, 
in Older that any man might ha\e “the right to print whatc\ci 
he would speak ” 

And m his waning years, when his political sun had set and 
he felt that the “dissolution of the cottage was not far off,” he 
Called his friends to him and told them to be of good cheer 
For now at last he was finding liis way to the understanding 
that lay beyond all differences and doubts — the infallible truth 
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Important Works by Hume 

Treatise of Human Nature History of England^ five volumes 

An Inquiiy Concerning Human Four Disicrtations The Watuial 
Under landing History of Religion, Of the 

Political Dio ourses Passions, Of Tiagedy, Oj 

Inquiry Concerning the Principles the Standard of Taste 
of Morals Letters 

Dialogues Concerning Natural Essays 
Religion 



David Hume 

1711-1776 



Davie was an uncommonly good boy He was the third child 
of the Laird of Nincwells The “mansion” of the Home family — 
David later changed the name to Hume — was one of the land- 
marks of the countryside, nine miles west of Berwick near the 
slopes of the Lammermuirs, in the land called the Merse, by 
the Lower Tweed 

It was a shabby enough dwelling, to be sure No paper on the 
walls, no carpets for the floors and scarcely any furniture— just 
a few tables and chairs hewed out of oak and beds boxed into 
the walls Contrary winds whistled through the cracks m the 
wmdowpancs and blew down the chimney There were a couple 
of cows on the ground floor and a few frozen hens Lad) Home 
of Nmewells, dressed in a gray woolen wrapper and heav^ 
stockings, helped her barefooted servants with the house clean- 
ing The children rose at seven and trudged to a neighbor’s 
barn for their lessons The laird collectec? his rents, the maids 
wove the linen And at night the entire family crowded into the 
one comfortable bedroom to seek refuge under the stuffy 
blankets The blankets alone kept the class alive and warm 
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And It was a bleak and pinching kind of warmth But they were 
happy folk, tlicsc prelates of parsimony And no less happy were 
the pooler people 

Such, the writers of the period tell us, was the life in Scotland 
in the yeai of our Lord 1725 

It IS night Davie studies his homework in the bedroom A 
portrait of liis blessed father, but lately deceased, stares down at 
him from the unwashed wall And by his side sits his young 
•widowed mother humming a Scottish tune and knitting a com- 
forter for one of the children There is a strong odor from the 
wick of a candle that sheds light and weaves shadows Davie 
rests his elbows on a damp and warped table and nods over a 
iDieastly Latin passage written by that unaccommodating fellow 
Ovid And facing him is brothei John, learning the rules of 
grammar And cheery Uncle Home, the parish minister, sits 
over his tuppenny mug and quotes the Gospel In the corner he 
several handy volumes, the Sainfs Rtaeatioriy a book Palmistry ^ 
a hymnal — and, of course, the Bible and Shakespe arc 

“Come, ye’ll be wanting some halesome barley. Uncle 
Home,” says our hostess, Davie’s mother “And we have some 
agreeable claret to wash it down for you ” ’Twas a night to make 
the stomach freeze on one The wind slithered in through a 
crevace in the wall and tickled the ankles In the bunk the 
youngest child was asleep 

Up came the claret from the cellar, and an honest loaf of white 
bread which was a luxury to be had only rarely “Get along to 
bed, Davie tomorrow is church ” 

Tomorrow and tomorrow, stern tomorrows^ The children 
rose early and put on their shoes Six days a week they went 
around narefoot But this was the Lord’s day Ha, thcie is 
Jennie on the stool foi all the congregation to sec’ No one pays 
any attention I0 the sermon Just look at her swelling figure 
What a delightful scandal to brighten up this dull Sunday' 
Jennie stares at the ground There are tears in her eyes Her 
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jips are trembling Just wait until Mr Home finislics Ins dis* 
course on the “Cedars of Lebanon ’ llun he will denounce 
her in a \oice to make the heart grow cold The women squint 
up from their prayers in anticipation The sermon is over And 
now at last, with a somber gesture toward the penitent, the 
Rc\erend Mr Home beseeches the Lord to punish Jennie for 
her sin Let hei die m her labor pains as an example lor all the 
other )oiing women of the parish No mercy She has broken 
the sacred co\ enant Amen 

Church IS out I he children return home There is a fine hill 
to climb not lar away from their house But Davie mustn’t let 
Mother and Uncle George know that he intends to pla\ pa 
Sunda) So he slips quieth out of the house during tea Then 
he runs, luns like tlie wind He throws himself on his hands and 
knees Fhcie at the top of the slope, is a cave — his cave 
“Loidv,” he thouglit, ‘ but the world is a beautiful place to 
live in'” Even on Sunday 

II 

Hl w\iked jAiisTiiY through the busy streets of Edinburgh, 
the capital of the Scots He was a young man of thirty -three 
w^ith an agreeable face His mother had meant him foi the law, 
and for a time he had submitted to her wishes For his own 
pait, however, lie would rather dieam than stiidv Dream of 
the high-heelcd young ladies with their crimson shoes who 
flounced through the smoky streets or rode horseback in the 
parks, sweaiing like grenadiers and tickling their nostiils with 
snuff As he passed by the garbage-littered house landings, 
nudging shouldeis with tradesmen and shoppeis and scribblers 
and lawyers and clerks, busy thoughts were running through his 
head Canny merchants were amassing material fortunes 
Canny chunhmen were amassing credit with God Canny 
women of pleasure were amassing lovers And Dav id Hume was 
troubled Where was he headed^ What was he going to do^ 
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He knew Nothing like wetting your head with a drink He 
would go and have a glass with Mitchell in his picturesque 
ca\ crn on the West Bow There, now, over a chopin of claret 
A damp cellar And here was Mitchell, the crazy tinker who 
fancied he was a mcssiah, looking at him from under ardent 
lashes 

“How now, DaMe, be you writing essays or be you slipping 
out of Biistol harbor in a merchant brig, leaving lassies with full 
hearts behind^” 

David laughed The “piofcssoi-pcwlcrci” was rcfcirmg to 
HyE^rtain indisci ctions of his which had lately stincd the woild 
of his friends 

“No, my good Doctor Mitchell I ha\c not published any 
writings since last year, wlun I was foolhaidy enough to try 
my arrogant imniatuiity on the booksellers and critics of Lon- 
don I do not faney myself a scribbler an\ more ’’ 

“Dod, man Never was literary attempt more unfortunate 
than your T)iatue on Human Natun I ken people don’t take 
much to vour philosophy You should ha\e stayed to the law, 
as becomes an honorable Scot Here is a busy city, man Can 
you nae find vour nghtlul place m it^” 

Da\id finished his drink bx^lbrc he spoke “This city, this 
country of ours is hard and narrow and Ingoled and fright- 
fully efficient Once I w^as a part of it I wms bi ought up hy the 
side of the kiik, in the comjTany of thrifty folk who were me i\ el- 
ously sure of their world Hadn t Adam signed a contract with 
the Lord God for the eternal salvation of Scotland^ What could 
be better business^ God w as thrifty like the best of us He didn’t 
scatter salvation around in the streets hoarded it fer the 
chosen few Scot Covenanters like ourselves That’s what our 
ministers taught us So I decided to go the whole way Since I 
owiSi my very existence to a business deal, might I not at least 
acquit myself with good humor in the part assigned to me^ I 
^VC up the law and shipped from Bristol as a merchant’s ap^ 
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prentice Then I retulrned and wrote an inquiry on human 
nature Human nature indeed* I soon perceived that the wond 
of my fathers is no longer my world, Mitchell 1 began to see a 
certain truth that lay beyond this Edinburgh And do you know 
what that truth is^” 

‘‘What, my lad^” 

“Tlie truth that there is no truth ” 

“I ken you not ’’ 

“V’^ery few people understand me, Mitchell But see here I 
ha\e a letter from the third Marquis of Annandale He wants 
to engage me as his instructor in philosophy at three hundred 
pounds ” 

“An excellent thing, Davie*’* 

“He has taken a liking to my essays on morals and politics, 
Mitchell He is my one admirer And he is hopelessly insane ” 

III 

Winter at weldehvii x\ madman and a philosopher in a 
lonely mansion The Marquis George was a man with a power- 
ful fortune and a fctl:)le mind The courts had declared him 
mad Thiee persons were appointed trustees — as motley a group 
as e\cr strode the stage of melodrama One was the solicitor 
general of England, the other a thick-witted country squire 
and the last a tough-mmded, hard-drinking captain of the 
king’s na\y who was out to swindle the marquis of his estate 
The pliilosopher had been hired to humor the miiquis They 
hoped that Annandale would die during the winter If he died 
of Hume’s philosophy, so much the better 

The maiquis’ moods were unpredictable One day he pressed 
Hume to his b^ c ist and wept in his face for fiicndship The next 
aa / he ordered him out of the room He ranted and laved and 
cooed like a do\e He became suddenly studious and sat up 
lughts doing research work He locked himself in his libraiy 
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and took to wntinfj fution No one could come near liim for 
da\s at cl Ntidcli Plaiiil\ liis condition wd'j btcomiiig woi^c all 
the tlllK 

Hume \\H)te to the Uu^tCC'*, L^^c^lln^ thtit the mtiiciui'* be 
reinoMcl liom Iiis coiinO\ 11*1 nu (it\, cspccuilK ‘'incc 

wintti w js iiiir; i'lid \\ildiii«ili \i4.i1 1 hi would become 

moic loiuK ihaiic\vi I lie t»u^le('> would iioi In u ol iIiin I Ik 
wintei emit on m uummi ilK told winUi 1 Ik moms at 
Weldchall wcic lica\y with diapings and cmpt\ ot '^unllght 
The servants w^ere all in the pay of the na\al captain who had 
gjade It hib business to see that George didn’t sur\i\c They 
tiptoed along the gray coriiclois day and night with secret 
messages The doetois attending the marquis prescribed diets 
that sent the fe\ cr raging to his head and made his poor brain 
more confused than c\er But if his mind was feeble, his body 
was strong and agile He leaped o\er the solas and sci ambled 
down the banisters He ciept with the cunning of a tigci o\cr 
the carpets and spiang upon people with a ghostly laugh He 
scratched at the eyes of his servants and cracked their licads 
with logs Finally tliey locked him up He begged to sec Da\id 
Hume and discoursed on morals and politics \vith him At 
times like this he would display toward Da\ id the ItUth of a little 
child in the picscncc of his father 

Far away in Dumfriesshire the stately dow^ager mother of the 
marquis had washed her hafids of the entire business She wTote 
endearing letters to hei ‘ beloved son,” but she made no effort 
to help him The solicitor general of England was busy with 
his soliciting, the country squire was busy collecting his scattered 
wits, and the captain of the king’s na\y w s busy — indeed too 
busy — collcf ting the marquis’ money for himself Life at VVclde- 
hall had bee *mc excruciating for Hume He did his best to 
comfort the marquis and to indulge him in his wtiims Finally 
he could stand it no longer It was a relief when the navcil 
captain dismissed him fiom the lob 
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And now to London — the Strand and Holborn, guttersnipes 
and gutter satirists, Covent Garden, National Gallery, fire- 
works — and St Clair, the penwigged general of the king, with 
sword at his side and snuff stains on his military coat 

‘‘Will you come with me and lead the life of a soldier, Davie? 
I am going to Canada with a battalion of right good Enghsh- 
men to smoke out the French 

“Fm a philosopher, General,” said Da\id Hume, “and iFs 
high time I settled down ” 

“Fiddlesticks^ A military expedition will do your Scotch 
blood good Learn how brave men li\e and die, Da\id Smell 
the powder of battle and look death in the eye I want you for 
my secictary ” 

David thought awhile He was preparing to write a history 
of England What could be better experience than a military 
campaign^ 

They never arrived m Amenca to join the eight thousand 
colonial troops in the march on Quebec The British War 
Office dallied in supplying the funds for the expedition The 
War Office was a notoriously inefficient branch of the govern- 
ment Some years later a fellow by the name of George Wash- 
ington would find that out 

The summer wore on The ships remained anchored in the 
harbor The men were huddled aboard Of the war secretary 
It was a common saving, “He lost half an hour every mormng 
and spent the day searching for it ” “Well,^ well,” said the Secre- 
tary when the summer had passed and it was too late to set out 
for Canada “\\t Ii hxvc our little expedition yet Fve got to 
send these boys in their br ght red uniforms and shiny buttons 
somewhere If they can’t drive the French out of Amenca, they 
can at least dm c them out of France ” Then came the order 
trom His Majesty’s War Office “Sail with the first fair wind to 
ttie coast of France and make an attempt on La Rochelle, or 
«ail up the river to Pans, or sail anywhere on the western coast ” 
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“But, )our lordsliip, ’ \cnturcd poor General St Clair, “can 
you Jiol t;i\c me more precise orders than these^’’ 

“1 don't care a fic; where the sliips go, General, so long as 
lhe\ get out of sight ” 

There isn’t a man in the contingent who knows the French 
coast Inched, w(’\c supjilud ourselves with Indian scouts for 
the New England wikhrnevs” 

“Too bad, but it can’t be helped ” 

“May we at least, in the interest of our expedition, be pre- 
sented with a map of I rance^” 

^ “It’s right across the channel You can’t miss it ” 

One patriot managed to pick up a small map in a bookstore 
It was entirely adequate for a grammar-school lesson m geog- 
raphy Hume and his companions set sail from Plymouth They 
put in timidly at the French L’Orient, made a mouselike and 
unsuccessful attempt to penetrate inland and then boldly set 
sail again for another port A storm scattered the fleet But the 
philosopher and the general armed at Qjuberon Bay with the 
majority of the soldicis, many of whom w^ere suffering from 
cramped musdes as a result of their protracted huddling in the 
narrow quarters of the ship Finally there was a battle — in 
which not even a bloody nose was recorded One of Hume’s 
companions committed suicide out of disgust 

Within a year Hume was^^back in England m civilian clcthes 
Now he was well ec^uipped to write his monumental history 

IV 

He sat as Sir Libranan to the Faculty of Advocates at Edin- 
burgh It w IS a good position Not much salary but plenty of 
books to read and plenty of leisure to write He was hard at 
work on his Hvtory of the Stuart Reign He had growm very fat at 
his sedentary^ job He had invested his money shrewdly and 
speculated himself into a tidy sum And he had become a social 
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lion — a most gentle lion, a most amiable, corpulent, gout* 
ndden epicure of a lion Every time he traveled in a coach that 
lurched to the side he imprinted his corpulency upon his fellow 
travelers and rendered them black and blue When, on the oc- 
casion of a diplomatic \isit to France, he made his debut at the 
royal court he was excused from the customary procedure of 
bowing himself backward out of the room ‘'Ah, monsieur, never 
mind the etiquette You are not accustomed to this movement 
and the floor is slippery 

But in return foi all this kindness he treated the woild most 
cavalierly For this mountain of a man labored — and brought 
forth a swarm of theories that swept like locusts over the harv est 
of men’s most cherished ideals “For all his good nature, David 
lo\es to shock,” said Hume’s friends It was whispered that he 
was an unbelie\er Once he came to dinner at the house of a 
pious friend and started up from the table insisting that he 
wouldn’t eat because tliere was an enemy present “An enemy^’* 
“Yes,” he insisted, and he pointed to a Bible that lay on the 
table “Take it away ” 

“But, Da\id, you used to be such a good Scotch moderate 
A mild and temperate man ” 

“I still am a mild and temperate man,” answered Da\id 
“A sober, discreet, virtuous, frugal, regular, quiet, good-natured 
man with a bad character ” 

He finished his History of the Stuart Reign It was quite un- 
orthodox Indeed, no history like it had ever been written He 
irritated all the different classes of people who might be likely to 
read it — Whigs and Tories, Royalists and Re\olutionists, the 
sane, the insane and the vain “I decided to neglect the cry of 
popular prejudices'” 

The industrialist classes who had ove« thrown Charles and 
James Stuart weie made the villains of the piece The tyrant 
kings were made the heroes He attacked the Protestant Refor- 
mation and the English Civil War “I scarcely, indeed, heard 
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of one man in the three kingdoms— England, Scotland, Ireland 
— who could endure the book,” he wrote glcefull) Xe\er had 
a work Cl rated so acKcise a sensation He was gicatK eneoui- 
ag(d He continued wiih an e\cuision into the Lli/abcthan age 
e»l * nirlancb a dissertation in whicli he ofruidcd the liberals b\ 
auaeking the Ihitidi eeaislitution and the Jacobites h) atUicking 
Mar) , Queen ol Scots. 

And now a number of people remembered him as the canny 
Scot who some years previously had written a treatise on human 
nature m which he denied the possibility of proving that there 
was anything natural or human in the world At that time the 
W>ook had attracted but little attention But since then he had 
persisted with his essays until he had collected quite a following 
of enemies and a few incautious friends “I can’t make English 
of him,” muttered some of Ins well-wishcis ‘AVhy should he 
wa\e a red flag in the face of the public^ All the learned detest 
him” “Symptoms of a rising literar) reputation,” icmaiked 
Hume cheerfully After all, what else could they expect from 
a Scot who had attended a madman for a ycai at WeldehalP 

He had written two works of an unusually de\ astating nature 
—an essay defending suicide and another essay denying the 
immortality of the soul His friends begged him not to publish 
these essays He complied with then request Instead he pub- 
lished a long treatise On the Nacural History of Religion in which, 
far more elaborately than ever before, he re\iewed all the argu- 
ments for immortality anJ annihilated them one by one “The 
whole world,” he declared, “presents nothing but the idea of a 
blind Nature pouring forth from her lap, without discern- 
ment or parental care, her maimed and aboitue children ” In 
this book, as usual, he showed no respect fjr Chiistianit) The 
best way t » become a Christian, he averred, is to be a skeptic 
As for oui I ord — if we have any — remarked this cheerful pessi- 
mist, It IS inconsistent to expect any favors from Him For if 
He has humxn interests, He must also have human weaknesses 
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And the chief of these weaknesses would be, “a complete dis- 
regard for infcnoi creatures ” The English public was aghast 
at these words ‘T think a wickeder mind, and more obstinate h 
bent on public mischief, I never knew’” exclaimed a bishop 

V 

Bui if England abhoired Hume, the French took an instant 
fancy to him They looked upon him as the English Voltaire, 
and they weie delighted to hear that he had accepted an office 
on the staff of the English ambassador to France The giant 
unbehe\er, with the soil of Scotland clinging to his nails, was 
storming the Citadel of Unbelief Said Mi Hume giandl), “I 
carry only four books along with me a Virgil, a Horace, a 
Tasso and a Tacitus ” “So much the better for his reputation,” 
remaiked the French rationalists “A lesser man would have 
carried the Bible ” 

The famous “mountain of skepticism” was introduced to the 
royal family In some of the letters Hume wrote from Pans 
we get an interesting picture of his reception at the royal court 
Flic king’s oldest grandchild, the Due de Berry, aged ten, said 
veiy'^ prettily, “Monsieur, you ha\e a great reputation m this 
country Your name is very well known It is with pleasure that 
I meet you ’’ Then the second child, the Comte de Pro\ence, 
aged eight, bowed and said, “Monsieui, we ha\e awaited your 
arri\ al in this country with a great deal of impatience I look 
forward with pleasure to the day w^hen I shall be able to read 
your fine Ihstoiy of England'' Next the Comte d’ Artois, aged 
fi\ c, ad\ anced and bowed and mumbled something very politely 
about Hume s history He was followed by his sister, an infant 
who merely bowed but said nothing She w^as too young to 
memorize her speech 

As he helps himself to the dainty desserts and the ladies* 
smiles at the Salon des Quatres Glaces, while the great noble? 
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gamble behind the screens, he must repeat his fundamental 
^ruth^ o\ei and o\(r again 

‘ \h, mon rnaUte de philosophu ” 

‘ — (/ mon maitti dt rnotuU^ sou sas s\c hast no minds nothing 
with whidi to tliink-^ How horrible 

Madame,’ icjiliCb Daxid stcnih, "I sa\ noihing of the 
kind 

He fiown^'’ ol)s(i\(^ Dc H(*iu\t iii ‘upon our ^ill\ belief 
that things and people must have a nccessaiy cause for their ex- 
istence How can there be a cause for the woild when there is 
^absolutely no reason ” 

“Pardon, but there is a leason for one thing — lo\e’” declares 
a gallant as he bows low^ o\cr his lady's hand 

“And if the lover is caught by her husbanci whispers one 
mademoiselle into the car of another, ‘ there will be a reason 
for the sword marks on his entiails ” 

“Custom, just sheer silly custom,” said Madame dc Boufilers 
blandly “As Monsicui Hume has observed, there would be no 
logic to such a procedure ” 

“According to Monsieur Hume,” buzzed the Pimcc de 
Conti, “theie is no logic in anything ” 

“Certainly not in Ins own conduct,” iiisinualed a young man 
in a low voic e 

And indeed, Hume’s conduct was hardly bcfillmg the dignity 
of a philosopher He had ftillcn recklessl) m lo\c with tli^ mis- 
tress of the most powerful nobleman in France “You may cut 
me to pieces, limb by limb,” he cried to her w^ith the ardor of a 
schoolboy, “but I shall expire still attached to you ” 

And the great skeptic entered into another attachment which 
was even more outrageous Crying, Urns Jean Jacques,''" he 
embraced Rousseau, the most notoiious philosopher-madman 
of the century, and he brought the prophet in his Armenian 
coat back to London together with his mistress and his dog 
Almost immediately the “happy atheist” quarreled with his 
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“honest savage” and the reverberations were heard around the 
world 

Such were the fruits of Hume’s trip to Pans 

VI 

In thf spring or 1776, when the philosopher had attained his 
sixty-fifth year, he wrote the story of his life It was the life of a 
man soiely perplexed by life His autobiography was the last 
testament of a believer reviewing the progiess of what people 
chose to call his unbelief He had been born pious In the course 
of events, howevci, he had lost his piety and gamed his religion 
His keen mind could never accept the rigid orthodoxy of his 
church Yet to the very end he clung to a philosophy of faith 
compared to which the conventional theology of the day had 
been dwaifed into insignificance 

He was misunderstood by those who worshiped as well as by 
those who attacked him, foi he had not only assailed the um 
reasonableness of superstition but he had exploded the very 
foundations of reason 

Why do men look for causes and effects^ Is there any neces- 
sary correlation in the world of things^ Actually we experience 
a sequence of impiessions which we link togctlici by a propen- 
sity of memory and habit into what we aie pleased to regard as 
law^s of cause and cflcc t When we observe one pai ticular species 
of events alwavs following another, we begin to assume a secret 
and necessary tie between them But ti) as wc may^, we can 
never see the hidden tic If we assume that “such and such a 
thing” is the effect of some previous cause, then wc must as- 
sume that that picvious cause is the effect of some still earlier 
cause, and so on to infinity Hence wc shall stiuggle backwards 
m an endh ss chain of mystery if we try to understand the cause 
of any thing 

Actually no expeiience can cause another experience, argued 
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Hume, anv more than one Tact can produce another and en- 
tirely difhrcnt fact For example, how can it be argued that 
if B follows A It IS therefore the immediate and necessary result 
of A\ licit about the intcrmcdiarv steps between A and B — 
A^ A*’, \^, and so on and on'' How do we know that this 
cncikss iiitc inKcliars scqncmc of events between A and B is 
an incMtibh linked chain ol cause and effect^ The so-called 
laws of causation, tluicfoic, c\pl iin absolutely nothing 

Expel Kmc is comjiostd o( mndom sensations Wc appie- 
hend each scnsatioii as it conus to us It is the eccentricity of 
the human mind that imposes a fictitious union upon the out- 
ward phenomena whicli im])ingc upon our senses 

Indeed, we assume that the woild as we ha\c knowm it \cs- 
terday will exist tomorrow Wc assume that since wc have seen 
a rubber ball return to us e\try time it was thrown into the air 
in the past it will do the same m the future We hd\( framed in 
our minds a general law about the ball Howe\ei, there is no 
relationship between a necessary law" of timelcssncss emd the 
actual experience of the moment W^c cxpciicnce paiticular 
things in temporary relationships, wc do not experience abstract 
ideas in pcimanent relationships 

Whence, then, come oui general propositions^ Our pioposi- 
tions indeed arc tools for classifying and analyzing experience 
in terms ol greater or less coherence and of grcatei or less 
probability The so-c died laws of necessity are, in f ict, proposi- 
tions of probability The world as wc appahend it is not a 
chain of unmistakable past causes and unasoidable future effects 
but a succession of past and future probabilities 

This philosophy of Hume’s naturally created a sensation in 
Europe This ‘ exposure” of reason drew irrational applause 
and cqiiahs irrational attacks If “reason is but the effect of 
custom,” and if there is no necessary connection in things 
themsehes, wnat becomes of all our “certain” knowledge^ 
There can. m fact, be no “certain” knowledge of anything, 
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but only endless inference The only “certainties’* are the pass- 
ing, random, disconnected sensations of expenence 
Locke had declared that all our knowledge comes to us 
through the experience of our senses “There is nothing in the 
mind except what wa^ first in the senses ” Hume goes a step 
further Oui knowledge of ourselves, of our own mindsy comes also 
through the expenence of our senses What, indeed, is the 
mind, the ego, the personality called P It is a bundle of moods 
and feelings and emotions which are by inference grouped 
around a persistent identity Each mood is forc\ cr followed by 
a new mood Each sensation is perpetually succeeded by a new 
sensation One moment the self is anger, the next contentment, 
the next sorrow We perceive these separate ideas, memories, 
feelings But we do not perceive an entity called the mind We 
infer, with the highest degree of probability, that there is a 
pcimanent relationship between the moods and feelings, a 
permanent ‘T” underlying the temporary and e\ er-changing 
manifestations of “self” Probability but not certainty 
Subtract all the forms and colors of our so-called “certain” 
beliefs, and what remains^ A heap of empty, random sensations 
whirling around endlessly like unsubstantial soap bubbles in 
the w^ashbowl of nothingness 

Hume’s “abolition of the human reason” thicw c\crybody 
into a turmoil of excitement “Who am P” the whole world of 
philosophers gasped Like disappointed children they turned 
angrily upon the man who had robbed them of their sweet 
illusions They Diandcd him as a “trai or, atlicist, scoundrel ” 
And they refused to hear him out 

But if mankind lost faith in Hume, Hume was far too gallant 
to lose faith in mankind He was determined “to save the world 
from Its illusions ” 

Yet he was not always sure of himself “I dine, I play a game 
of backgammon, I converse and am merry with my friends, 
and when after three or four hours of amusement I would re- 
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turn to in\ speculations they appear so cold and strained and 
ndiruloiis that I cannot find it in my heart to enter into them 
am fill I her ’ 

For at bottom he was a true belie \er He well knew that he 
hael killed not a siibstanee but a shadow Reason .it best w but 
a nep^atne function It mereh re\eals to us tin limits of our 
knowhdi^c and ol our expeiiencc It can n(\(r rt\eal their 
depths Had Hume destioycd anything really essential to men^ 
Nothing but the foolishness of the “little*^ thinkers of the world 
who believed that their powers of reason could lead them to 
^ositi\e truths Hume denied no more than he affirmed For 
to deny, as well as to affirm, implied a sense of knowledge 
Hume remained intellectually in a state of suspended judg- 
ment But morally he retained his belief And in the quiet of 
his heart he whispered, ‘T ask what is the cause of this beheP 
I care not, I know not, that doesn’t concern me But I do know 
that there is a God ” 

In his heait he was one of the profoundest believers of the 
age He believed m the dignity of the mdnidual, the freedom 
of man In 1774., when asked to comment on the struggle of the 
thirteen stubborn little colonies on the coast of North America 
for their independence from King George, he replied ‘T am 
tin American I believe in America’s destiny ” 

VII 

“In the spring of 1775,” wntes this “believing unbeliever” in 
his autobiography, ‘T was struck with a disorder in my bowels, 
which has become incurable I now reckon upon a speedy 
dissolution ’ Thus he calmly awaited his end It w^as difficult 
for a man to be more detached from life “To conclude his- 
torically with my own character ” he tells us, “I am or rather 
was (for that is the stvle I must now use in speaking of myself) 
... a man of mild disposition, of command of temper I 
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cannot say there is no vanity in making this funeral oration of 
myself, but I hope it is not a misplaced one ’’ 

When his friends learned that he was about to leave the world 
they flocked to pay their last respects to him Most of them were 
secretly curious to see how reasonably this man who discounted 
reason would prepare for the end If they expected a change in 
Hume they were doomed to disappointment They found the 
ghostly emaciated rums of what had once been a person of huge 
bulk But the old humorous twinkle remained in the philoso- 
pher's eye 

‘T am wondering," he told them, ‘‘how I can meet Charon 
who ferries the souls of the dead over the river Styx What excuse 
can I make for having remained just a little longer on this bank 
of life^ Tf you please, good Charon,' I shall implore, ‘have a 
little patience Let me stay awhile For years I hav^e been trying 
to open the eyes of the public If I live a few years longer I may 
have the satisfaction of seeing the downfall of the superstitions 
I have fought against ’ But Charon would certainly lose his 
temper and burst out m a rage, ‘You incurable dreamer, that 
will not happen m a thousand years Do you think I will grant 
\ou a new lease of life for so long a term as that^ Get into my 
boat this instant, you lazy, loitering, foolish optimist of a 
rogue’’ " 
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TOLTMRi was the jester at the cour^ of the philosopher-kings 
')f the woild He began with a jest He was born half dead, and 
»hc nuiscs had to slap him into life Thty gave him not more 
than four days to h\c But he fooled them all and h\ed eighty- 
four years And he ended with a jest As he lay on his deathbed 
and the piicst came to shri\c him he asked, “Who sent you 
here, Monsieur TAbbe^” “God Himself, Monsieur Voltaire,^’ 
replied the piiest “Ah, my dear sir,'" came back from Voltaire, 
‘and wheie arc your credentials^” 

Fur more than half a century \"oltaiie made it his business to 
shatter with his laughter the pretensions and the hypocrisies of 
the world He tore away the \eils of diplomacy that covered 
the political and the social institutions of his day and left ex- 
posed — the bitter truth “I laugh,” he said, “in order to keep 
myself fiom going mad ” 

II 

His ENTIRE LIFE was a paradox He despised mankind and yet 
he was passionately fond of men He ridiculed the clergy and 
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dedicated one of his books to the Pope He made fun of ro\ alty 
and he accepted a pension from Kini? hitdeiKk the Gieat 
He htiUd bigotry and he was bigoted m his attitude low aid the 
Jews He snecud at tin \aiiit> of riches and he accjuiied a \ast 
fortune (b\ means that were not alwa\s hoiKsti lie disbe- 
lie\ed m CrC'd and lu tried all his hie to find Him He h id no 
lespeet lor leligion ind he created a new religion ol laiiglitd 
When lie ga\e w«i) to Ins angti he could be as iiHriihs^ as a 
tigei \et when his s\rnpalhus weic aroused espceialK at tlie 
sight ofinjustiee, lie would cast aside Ins ow n inti icsi and plunge 
for years at a time into the dangerous business of helping the 
w^ak against the strong 

Thin as a skeleton, long-nosed, pock-marked, bcadv-c\cd 
and sarcastic, he was perhaps the ugliest man in Pans And the 
most popular The women idolized him Sickl) throughout his 
life, he was a \ery dynamo of energy Once, at a ichearsal of 
his play Merope^ he tried to inspire an actress to speediei mo\e- 
ment ‘ To act as you require,” she complained, 'T should ha\e 
to have the devil in me ” “That’s just it,” retoited Voltaire 
“ You’ve got to have the devil in you to succeed in any of the 
arts ” 

And this was the secret of his own success Voltaire at ait It 
diable an corps, as Samte-Bcuve has observed Indeed, he was a 
combination of the dfvil, Aristophanes and Rabelais — with 
not a little of Saint Francis thrown in 

His father was a Jansemst, which in itself was a paradox For 
<^he Jansenists were a sect of “Protestant Catholics ” They pro 
tested against the dogmatic strictness of the established church 
and they insisted upon a personal study and a personal interpre- 
tation the Bible Like the Puritans of England, they despised 
the pleasures of the earth and preached an otherwoildly doc- 
tiine It was their business, in the words of one of their pious 
historians, “to depopulate the earth and to bring new citizens 
to heaven ” 
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This wa» the atmosphere m which Voltaire — his real name 
was Frangois Mane Arouet — spent the eaih \eais of his child- 
hood He had lost his mother in his infanc\ His father imposed 
his doctrine of abstract mysticism so \igoiousI) upon him that 
Voltaire grew up with a rebellious thirst for concrete reality 
He cordially hated Jansenism 

But he grew up with another hatred — a hatred against the 
persecution of the Jansenists Against any kind of persecution 
To despise an idea was one thing To punish people who held 
that idea was quite another thing Voltaiic wms fifteen years 
old when Louis XIV destroyed the Janscnist college at Port 
Royal and ordered a plow to be dri\tn thiough the cemetery 
“of their saintly dead ’’ Voltaire disliked the saints but he was 
indignant at the sinners who oppiesscd them He had now dis- 
eo\ercd his lolc in life He would dc\otc it to the persecution of 
the p( rsccutors He would become a soldici of the pen 

His fathei, however, was a practical lawyer in spite of his 
being a Janscnist — another of the strange paradoxes of this 
stiange family He tried to discourage his son from being a 
wnter “ V literal y career,” he said, "‘is useless It leads only to 
<'Lar\ation ” He sent Voltaire to a law school immediately upon 
his giaduation (at the age of sixteen) fiom the Jesuit college of 
Louis le Grand Voltaire neglected his legal studu s and dc\oted 
Ins time to poetry, gambling and lo\c His fatlicr, m a final 
tffort to bring his prodigal son to his senses, secured for him a 
jiosition in the employ of the Marquis de Saint-Angc This man, 
a veteran politician, knew all the “right” people Besides, he 
had an entree into the palace of Louis XIV — a back-door en- 
tice, so to speak He boasted that he had an intimate knowledge 
of the entire life, both public and private, of the illustrious Sun 
King He loved to gossip about the discretions as well as the in- 
discretions of his royal master — and as he gossiped Voitaiie took 
notes He was laying the foundations for his future historical 
work 
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The marquis warned his \oiing protege to watch his step as 
he treaded his way through the ambitions and the rnalncs and 
the jealousies of the court He undertook to protect X’^oltaire 
against al! outside interference But he was unable to protect 
liim against one thing- --Voltaiic s own sliarp tongue louis 
XIV had just died (171")), and the regent, Philip of Orleans, 
became the targd of all the csnicism that had been pent up 
during the ()ppr(^M\( reign of the Sim king Xoliairc )ommg 
in the s])ort, wrote a lampoon on the regent and wa^ rew*ii(ud 
with an elc\en months leulgtng at the Ikisnlh 

It was during this prison sentence that he adopted the pen 
name of Voltaire and produced the first of his litcraiy works — 
an epic poem on the life of King Henry of Navarre 
His prison sentence was followed by a further punishment, a 
year’s exile from Pans Dunng this exile he wrote his first 
tragedy, Oedipe It enjoyed a run of forty-fi\e nights — a rceoid 
which not e\cn the tragedies of Corneille and Racine had at- 
tained Nothing succeeds like success The regent not only 
pardoned Voltaire but gave him a medal and a pension in 
recognition of his dramatic skill Voltaire thanked the regent 
for taking care of his board and begged him thereafter not to 
concern himself about his lodging He preferred the discomfort 
of his home, he said, to the ‘‘comforts” of the Bastille 
He followed Oedipe with a number of other successful tragedies 
which netted him a tidy sum of money This money he invested 
with the skill — and with^the luck — of a Wall Street broker 
Once, when the go\crnmcnt was conducting a lottery, 1 e out- 
witted the managers, bought up all the tickets at wholesale 
and earned off every one of the prizes 
More plays, more success, more wealtl -and then he found 
himself once more in the Bastille Here is how it happened 
One eveniiif^ at tlie opera, as he was entertaining a group of 
fhends with his customary wit, an aristocrat walked up to him 
and drawled out insultingly, “Arouet, Voltaire, whit’s your 
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real name^” The speaker was the Chevalier de Rohan^ a man 
who bore one of the noblest names in France but who personally 
had never done anything to distinguish it Voltaire glanced at 
the chevalier and returned to his conversation without answer- 
ing him But Rohan wa^ not to be put off like that ‘‘Did you 
hear what I asked^” he cried insolently “I want to know your 
name’” This time Voltaire was ready with his answer “The 
name I bear, my lord, is obscure But /, at least, have brought 
honor to it ” 

The chc\ alier flushed and then turned on his heel and walked 
out The following night Voltaire was attacked and severely 
drubbed by a band of Rohan’s hired thugs Voltaire challenged 
Rohan to a duel, but the chevalier, fearing that his rival’s 
sword might be as nimble as his tongue, appealed for protection 
to the chief of police, who happened to be his cousin Voltaire 
was arrested and sent to the Bastille for his “treasonable talk 
and disorderly conduct ” 

Upon his release from the Bastille (1726) he left Pans with its 
titles and its thugs and took refuge in England He arrived in 
London on the king’s birthday, which was celebrated by a 
water festival on the Thames The royal barge, to the accom- 
paniment of the “water music,” passed in procession down the 
river between “six miles of ships in full sail” Voltaire was 
thrilled at this spectacle of “a free island perched upon the 
threshold of an enslaved continent ” His receptive genius found 
Itself perfectly at home in the new surioundmgs He learned the 
English language with his usual facility Within a year he had 
mastered all of its literature — ^with the exception of Shake- 
speare The laughing French philosopher was never able to 
understand the English mind at its best, just as the serious Eng- 
lish philosopheis were never able to understand the French 
mind at its best Voltaire regarded Shakespeare as a savage; 
and Carlyle retaliated, a century later, by calling Voltaire a 
madman 
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But 1^* Voltaire was unable to appreciate the greatest English- 
man of the past, he found many congenial spints among the Eng- 
lishmen of his own day He relished the ficcdom of their thoughts 
and the courage with which they expressed them He became 
acquainted with the Quakers, and he admixed their attempt 
‘'to conveit the Chiistian eountiies to Christianity ” He even 
thought of taking up his permanent residence in England “In 
this country,” he wrote to a Parisian friend, “it is possible to use 
one’s mind freely without fear of cringing If I followed my 
own inclination, I should stay here if only to learn how to 
think ” 

Indeed, he actually came to “think in English ” He acquired 
a scientific background for his philosophical speculations, 
he concen ed a passion for constitutional go\ ernment as against 
absolute monarchy, and, under the influence of Jonathan 
Swift, he developed from an adolescent cynic into a manure 
satirist 

It must have been a feast for the gods to hear the two greatest 
satirists of the century engage in a duel of tongues One of the 
most charming of Voltaire’s romances, his Miciomegas (Little- 
big), w^as inspired by Gulliver's Travels Voltaiie lacked the 
bitter pungency of Swift’s satire — his pen tickled while Swift’s 
pen stabbed — but his imagination was richer The book pokes 
gentle fun at our \ amty in bclic\ mg that we play an important 
part m the scheme of things Micromtgas, an inhabitant from 
Sinus who is half a million feet tall, meets a Saturnian, a little 
shrimp of a fellow who stands only fifteen thousand ft ct high 
Together they decide to go off on a ramble through the fields of 
space The Saturnian has been recently married, and his bride 
IS very u »v^alling to let him go after their all-too-bnef honey- 
moon of only two hundred years But the Saturnian consoles 
her with the assurance that he will soon return, and the two 
friends jump upon the tail of a comet and go sailing away among 
the stars 
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They finally land— of all places* — upon the insignificant dust 
speck known as the earth 

Walking through the Mediterranean, which to them is noth- 
ing moie than a puddle, they chance upon a \essel that is re- 
turning, with a group of philosophers on board, from a polar 
expedition This \esscl is (to fhe Sirian) so small that he cannot 
see It without a microscope He scoops it up fiom the ocean and 
places It upon his fingernail for closer examination He is very 
much astomshed, after observing the \cssil loi some lime, to 
disco\cr liMng atoms upon it His astonishment turns to amuse- 
ment when these atoms tell him that lhc> are human cieatures 
with an immortal soul, that they arc made in the image of God 
and that they consider themselves to be the center of the uni- 
V ersc ' 

Inquiring to learn something about their life, the Siiian is 
told that these funny little mites devote most of tlnir time upon 
eaitli to the killing of one anothei ‘‘At this \( iv moment,'’ one 
of the philosophers informs him, “there are one million creatures 
e)four own species, co\ercd with hats, sla>ing an equal number 
of thor fellow^ creatuics, who wear turbans Ihc objcet of 
ilns dispute,” continues the human spokesman, ‘hs an insignifi- 
cint little molehill (called Palestine) Not that any one of 
those million who cut one another’s throats pie tends to ha\e the 
slightest claim to the smalk'st particle of that clod The question 
IS not whether it shall belong to any of the men w ho arc fighting 
for it but whether it shall go to a certain person who is known 
bv the name of Sultan or to another person whom (for what 
reason I know not) thc> dignify with the appellation of King 
And this (senseless slaughter),” concludes the philosojjher, “has 
been going on all o\ cr the earth from time immemorial ” 

Such, then, arc llie crazy atoms that inhabit this funny little 
earth, muse the two celestial travelers The) then hold further 
converse with the tiny pmlosopher (a disciple of Locke) and 
they find him a rather likable little creature But unluckily 
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there IS a scholar upon the ship, a squirt of a fellow in a square 
cap ciiid gown, who cuts short the conversation of the philoso- 
phcis lit ’ooks the celestial visitors up and down and declares 
that lhe\ and tlu ir world, their planets and their suns and thtir 
stars ha\e «ill bet ii created solely for the sake of man “At this 
«pcc( h our It rs ga\e way to that hilarious, mcxtmguishaiye 
laughter wliicli is according to Homer, peculiar to the gods 
Then ^lit)ulth rs aiul their stomachs rocked back and forth, and 
m these comulsions the \csscl that the Sin an held on his 
fingernail fell into the pocket of the Saturman’s breeches 
The Satuinian took the ship out of his pocket, placed it back 
upon the sea and started with his companion upon tlieir icturn 
journey to their celestial home The earth, the\ concluded, is a 
lunatic asylum for the inhabitants of the othci planets who ha\e 
gone mad 

III 

Microrncgas was not the only book which resulted from \"oltaire’s 
visit to England His LetUrs on the Engli^n was a fai mote impor- 
tant, if somewhat less di\eiting, work than his Miaomigos In 
these letters he tried to contrast the fieedom of the English as 
against the sla\ery of the French But he did it indirectly, 
sandwiching his truth between layers of laughter Without 
actually referring to the autociatic system of the French mon- 
archy he pointed out tl:ip wisdom of the British system cf go\ ern- 
ment “which leaves the king all-pcwcrful to do gooo but ties 
his hands if he tries to do evil ” He praised the House of Com- 
mons, “which, though it is only the second m rank, is the first 
in influence” He commended the British system of taxation 
“Everyone in England pays,” he said “Each gives, not accord- 
ing to b rank but accoi ding to his income ” He called attention 
to the happy lot of the Bntisb peasant as compared with that 
of his French brother “The (British) peasant’s feet arc not 
bruised by sabots, he eats white ‘bread, he is well clad, he does 

r/75] 



VOLTAIRE 


not hesitate . to cover his roof with tiles, from fear lest his 
taxes be raised ♦^he next year He does not disdain to till the 
soil that has enriched him On it he lives a free man ’ Above 
all, Voltaire applauded the comparative freedom of speech 
that prevailed in Lnglan(< “Anyone has the right to speak in 
public or to have his thoughts on public affairs printed 

Yet in spite of his admiration for the English he was happy 
when his exile was revoked and he was allowed to return to 
Pans For the London fog had penetrated his bones He w^as 
anxious to stretch liis “withered limbs” once moie in the warmth 
of the Paiisian suns “I love England,” he said, “but aftei all I 
want to live m Pans ” 

And so he came back to Pans after his enfoiccd exile of three 
}(ars — and piomptl) found himself m deep water again His 
I iittis on tin which ) o had written not for publication 

but for piivate distribution, had been issued without his knowl- 
edge hy a dishonest publishci A copy fell into the hands of one 
of the govcinrncnt oflicnds, who took it for what it was actually 
meant to be — a cargo of c\p*o^i\es concealed in a pleasure 
yacht This sort c;f dynamite auS too dangerous for the safety 
of French absolutism The book w'as burned in public and 
a wdiiant was issiud for Voltaiic’s arrest 

But Volt urt had no desire to pay another visit to the Bastille 
He fled fiom the clutches of the police— straight into the arms 
of his mistress 

Tins \oung lady, the Marquise du Chatelct, was mairicd 
But si e iiad already boine the maiqms thlce childicn, and, 
}d>iiig pciformcd her marital duties she was now ready to 
attend to her cxtramxrital pleasures This was quite in keeping 
with the fashion of the limes The marquis was away with his 
regiment, and Voltaire took advantage of the old gentleman’s 
absence by making himself master of his wafe and his castle 
The Marquise du Chatelct was perhaps the most extraordinary 
woman of her age Tall, comAanding, stately, she was a very 
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Vtnu'. of (.nticement when dressed in her fashionable clothes 
But foi the most part she went about with ink-stained fingers 
iind \\i.ii)|)td in an old black apron, delving into the mysteries 
of tliv niNirv, phvsics, philosophy and mathematics Not m- 
litqut-mly she would sit up all night gazing at the stais through 
her telc'^cope In her “spare” moments she translated Newton’s 
Pnnapia and ^'llg^^s Aeniid She was one of those lare cieatures 
with a superb mind in a superb body Her chateau at Cirey, 
with Voltaire as the presiding genius, became the temple of 
Dionysian resells and philosophical disputation Here Voltaiit 
and the marquise entertained the most biilhant wits of the day 
From the letteis of some of these sisilors to their friends we get 
an intimate glimpse into the eolorful life of Cirey Tlie philoso- 
pher and his mistress rose early in the morning and worked 
in their own studies until luncheon, which they geneially ate at 
ten-thirty After lunch Voltaire invited his guests for an informal 
chat in the lobby of his study This chat lasted exactly half an 
hour, at the end of which period Voltaire bowed and the com- 
pany withdicw The hosts then returned to then studies and 
worked till nine o’elock m the evening, when supper was an- 
nounced Duimg the day, while the hosts were at w'ork, the 
guests were expeeted to amuse themselves in their own way 
If any of them weic rash enough to visit Voltaire in his study, 
they found no easy ehair to sit on For this was a workioom and 
not a playroom At supper, however, Voltaire expanded into 
his exuberant and playful self And never sinee the symposium 
of Plato had the world seen anything so brilliant as the suppers 
at Circy Voltaiie entertained his guests with his best wane, 
produced for them his most amusing p’nys and sent them into 
gales of’ lighter with his satirical rbmances For it was at Cirey 
that he began to write those exquisite fairy talcs for cynics — 
Candidi, Thi Wodd As It Goes, Z^dig, The Pupil of Ilatute and 
The Prince of Babyl n 

The leading chaiacters in these stones were not creatures of 
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desh and blood but mere figureheads which Voltaire dressed 
up in his favorite ideas But what sumptuous ideas* And what a 
fantastic dress he gave them* His Candide^ the most interesting 
of these romances, was written in three days His pen literally 
“laughed as it ran ’ He proved, in this book, that the world we 
live in is the worst of all possible worlds He could hardl> hav c 
chosen a gloomier subject for a story Yet even Despaii, under 
the magic touch of Voltaire’s genius, can become an adoiablc 
jester Candide^ the Gospel of Pessimism, is one of the most joyous 
books in the history of literature 

His other romances, too, are a summons to laughter He calls 
upon men to laugh at the spectacle of their own suffering — and 
their own stupidity In The Pupil of Nature [LTngenu) he con- 
trasts the wholesome simplicity of the savage mind with the 
complexities and the corruptions of the civilized mind A Huron 
Indian is brought from America to France, and the missionaiies, 
out of a sincere desire to save his soul, try to convert him to 
Christianity 1 he Huron makes a study of the New Testament 
and then offers himself for circumcision as wdl as for baptism 
'Tor,” he observes, “eveiy character m the New Testament is 
circumcised It is therefore obvious that one must become a Jew 
before he can become a Christian ” 

The matter is explained to him, and he is ready for the next 
step He plunges into the river up to his neck for baptism When 
his teachers inform him that it is no longer customaiy for 
Christians to be baptized in this manner he shrugs his shoulders, 
puts on his clothes and goes to the priest for confession As soon 
as he IS through with the recital of his own sms he drags the 
priest from the confessional chair, places himself in tlie scat and 
ordeis the good father to confess in turn For the Bible, insists 
the Indian, expressly states that “we must confess our sms to 
one another ” 

Again explanations are in order, whereupon the bewildered 
Indian remarks “I peiceive that an infinite number of things 
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are done in your countr\ which are not in \oui Bible and that 
hardl) anything is done which is commanded m it 1 must 
acknowledge to >ou that this grcatlv astonishes and disti esses 
nu ’ 

Then the laccs along witli the achciituns and the 

misfoit lines lliat tlie sa\agc undergoes as a lesiilt ol Ins eontict 
with e i\ih/ Uion, until h< is iinalls elri\e n to th( ( oiuliisinn that 
tlu (le\il alone imisi lia\e misguided him lolxioine ti ii\ili/(d 
me mix I ol sonetx \1\ Indiin eonnIiMnen in Vineiiea,' he 
eornplains ‘ weuild ne\(i Inue treited me wiili ihe l)iil)uu\ 
that 1 have here cxpciicnccd Indians ma) be crude sa\agcs, 
but tlie men of this country are refined scoundrels ” 

And so on, throughout the romances of Voltaiic There is 
nothing in literatuie that can quite compare with these stones 
They arc plotless— or rathei each of them is a senes of dis- 
connected plots strung upon the thiead of Voltaiic ’s philosophy 
His heioes marry peasant women and heiresses and queens, 
they lose their eyesight and feel happy because the> can phi- 
losophize about It, they are disappointed m lo\c and feci un- 
happy because they can not philosophize about it, they help 
people in distress and aic kicked for their trouble, they commit 
crimes and are icpaid with honors and riches, in short, they 
dance through the whole puppet show of human existence with 
Voltaire holding the strings in his agile fingers His wit is like a 
perpetual well, but it a well that bubbles with wine instead 
of water Intoxicated with the humor of life, he made the whole 
world dizzy with the merry-go-round of his thought 

Yet within the shell of his humor there w^as always the kernel 
of a serious philosophy This was especially true of the two 
histones he wrote at Cirey— 77 ip Century of Louu XIV and the 
Essay o^t Customs (a histoiy of civilization) Voltaire was one of 
the first "debankers"’ m the rrodern world His purpose in 
writing history, he said, was to disenthrone the mere pretenders 
to greatness and to put the real great men in their place He 
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despised the tyrants, the dictators, the conquerors, the aggressors 
and the oppressors of the world He deplored the foolishness of 
the historians who held up these men as objects of admiration 
for their fellow men “Such is the wretched stupidity of mankind 
that they revere those who have done evil brilliantly ’’ On the 
other hand, Voltaire regarded Pope Alexander III as the great- 
est man of the Middle Ages, because “this Prince of the Chuich, 
unlike the princes in the palaces, has tried to free the sld\cs 
instead of enslaving the free ” Indeed, the aim of all history is 
the physical, mental and moral emancipation of the human 
race, and the weapon by which this emancipation is to be 
achieved is the human reason “God gave us reason as He gave 
feathers to buds and fur to animals In the end it always 
gets the better of tyrants Voltaire believed in the fundamental 
principle of dcmocrac y Vox populi vox dei^ the v oic e of the people 
IS the voice of God “In the long run the people can be trusted 
to judge what is best for them ” 

In his business of “debunking” the great he could transfix a 
personality on an epigram like a butterfly on a pm Of Mazarin, 
the intriguing minister of Louis XIV, he wrote “This man was 
guilty of all the good he did not do ” Voltaire paints in a single 
biuf sentence the unforgettable picture of a starving nation 
whilst then king is celebrating his militaiy vicloncs “The 
people perished of hunger to the music of Te Dcums ” x\nd time 
and again he warns the tyrants that their ambition is destined 
to end m i evolution “You lose everything when you drive the 
people like a herd of bulls Sooner or later‘they arc bound to 
gore you to death ” 

IV 


Thus f^vr Voltaire\ outlook upon the world had been whimsical 
rather than deep He was too prosperous to be bitter and too 
popular to be sad He had not as yet liv ed sufficiently to have 
a proper understanding of life He was the Puck of the eighteenth 





LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF GREAT PHILOSOPHERS 

<:entury, the playboy of intellectual Europe, but his mind was 
still immature He had not grown to tlie stature of a great man 
because he had, thus far, expcncnccd no great sorrow He 
needed suflFering for a teacher before he could be numbered 
among the true leaders of men 
In 1749 Madame du Chatclct died, and for the first time 
Voltaire forgot to laugh at sorrow His own lualtli began to 
fail, and on top of that he was once more txihd from fiance 
Then came, in 1755, the news ol the caithquake at Lisbon 
Thirty thousand people had lost their hv es in this catastrophe 
Many of tlie victims had been crushed to death while at their 
prayers, for the earthquake had come on All Saints’ Day, when 
the churches were filled with worshipeis 

Voltaire began to see the world in a new light His work took 
on a more somber tone His superb mind had become mature 
at last He reahzed that life was much more than a subject for 
pretty epigrams and careless laughter He composed an epic 
poem in which he depicted the evolution of his thought from 
fhvolity to philosophy 

With heedless gaiety in bygone times 

I sang of pleasure in seductive rhymes 

The times are changed and fate has schooled my mind 

To share the common sorrows of mankind 

He bought an estate Jit Ferney, in Switzerland, just beyond 
the borders of France, and enlisted in a Mgorous crusade against 
human suffering He attacked e\ery sort of injustice He issued 
a veritable flood of books and pamphlets, all of them written 
at white heat These works, brilliant with the sincerity of a 
noble faith, were directed against the evils of social oppression 
and rehgious intolerance He adopted as his motto the words 
Ecrasez rirfanuy crush the infamy of man’s inhumanity to man 
He directed his fight not against the religious beliefs of men but 
against their superstitious hatreds His quarrel was not with the 
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pillars but with the caterpillars of the church “Let us detest 
these creatures who are eating away the heart of their Mother, 
and let us honor those who are fighting against them ” He was 
not, as IS commonly believed, an atheist He was a deist He 
believed in the existence of God Indeed, “if God did not exist,” 
he said, “it would be necessary to invent him ” But Voltaire’s 
God is not an exclusive king of a single ecclesiastical order He 
*s the world’s “supreme Intelligence, a Workman infinitely 
able” — and infinitely impartial He has no favonte people, no 
fa\orite country, no fa\onte church For the true worshiper 
there is but a single faith, equal justice and equal tolerance to 
all mankind 

Voltaire did much to lessen the sum of religious intolerance 
in the world He established, once for all, the principle of non- 
mterlercncc in religious worship He drove militancy out of the 
Church and restored morality m its place “To laugh and to let 
laugh” had been the motto of his earlier career He now changed 
It to the more enlightened motto — to think and to let think 

V 

Whill this revolution was going on in the mind of Voltaire 
his life externally remained as restless as ever Invited to the 
court of King Frederick the Great, he came there officially as 
his literary secretary and unofficially as his intellectual fencing 
master Voltaire enjoyed the supple ess of Frederick’s mentality 
but he disliked and feared the exuberaned of his ambition One 
of the courtiers reported to Voltaire a witticism of the king’s. 
“I shall ha\e need of Voltaire for a year at the most,” said 
Frederick “One squeezes the orange and throws away the 
skin ” Voltaire laughed at the jest but gave Frederick no oppor- 
tunity to put It into effect “I had better save the skin before the 
orange is squeezed dry ” He left the king to his ambitions and 
returned to his philosophy Joining the circle of Diderot, 
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D’Alembert, Condorcet and the other iconoclasts who paved 
the w^av for the French Revolution, he helped them in the 
preparation of the great Encyclopedia of Free Thought The En- 
C} c lopedists ac c use d him of b< ing a Christian and the Chnstians 
accused liim of being an infidel, and between the two parties he 
had Ins hands full 

Yet bus) as h( was with his eontroversies and with the writing 
of his iragtdies and his romances and his histones and his 
Philosophic Dictionary and his numerous other works — there were 
about a bundled in all — he was never too busy to throw himself 
into every fight on the side oi the oppressed He spent his time 
and his money and his strength in his continual efforts to rescue 
the victims of social injustice and ecclesiastical bigotry He built 
model homes for the poor people of Ferney He set up a silk 
mill and a watch factory for the unemployed, he personally 
directed the sale of their finished goods — for he was a shrewd 
businessman — and he turned over the entire profits to the 
workers He built a church for them and he inscribed it with 
the words — Deo erexit Voltaire (Voltaire erected this to God) 
For he believed in giving others the freedom to worship, just as 
he expected others to giv^e him the freedom not to worship He 
had become, in short, not only the prophet of common sense 
but the champion of the common man “Ev cryonc, far and near,” 
writes Samte-Beuve, “claimed his good offices, people consulted 
him, related the wrongs "of which they were the victims and 
solicited his help ” And none of these appealed to him in vain 

He was accessible to everybody — except the “irritating rabble 
of celebrity hunters ” For them he reserved the keenest shafts of 
his wit One day an Englishman came to ^ec him “TeP him,” 
said VoltPJ’'e to his servant, “that Fm dying ” But the English- 
man persisted “Tell him I’m dead,” said Voltaire The visitor 
insisted upon paying his last respects to his dead body “Tell 
him Fm already buried and consigned to the devil If he still 
wants to see me, tell him to go to hell ” 
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VI 

He was eighty-three years old now and as restless as e\er 
Realizing that his end was near, he paid a last visit to Pans 
The greeting that he received there was ‘‘one of the historic 
events of the century ” But it was too much for his strength He 
went, against his doctor’s advice, to see the production of one 
of his plays This was his last public appearance He took to his 
bed, never to rise from it again 

Shortly before his death he met Benjamin Franklin, who was 
at that time the American ambassador to France Voltaire com- 
plained that he was no longer as nimble as he would like to be 
“I feel,” he said, “like a statue with feet of clay ” “Yes,” replied 
Franklin, “but with a heart of gold ” 

The American philosopher had brought his grandson along 
with him He begged the French philosopher to give his blessing 
to the boy Voltaire placed his hand on the boy’s head and said, 
“God and Liberty ” 

These two words arc the sum and substance of Voltaire’s 
philosophy 
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Important Works by Kant 

The Critique of Pure Reason Metaphysic of Ethics 

The Critique of Practical Reason Religion within the Limits of Pure 
The Critique of Judgment Reason 

Mctaphys^c of Nature 

Among the be^t English translators of Kant’s works are J P 
Mahafiy, Belfort Bax, T K Abbott, Professor Meikeljohn and 
Max Midler 



Immanuel Kant 

1724-1804 



The goodly burghers of Konigsberg had an infallible way 
of setting their clocks Every afternoon, precisely at three-thirty, 
Immanuel Kant left his house for his daily stroll He was a 
quaint little elfin of a man — scarcely five feet tall, flat chest, 
protruding abdomen, right shoulder twisted back, left shoulder 
depressed, head perched to one side, gray hat, gray coat and 
gray cane daintily tapjnng the giound as he diiectcd his steps 
toward the avenue of lindens which his townsmen had nick- 
named The Philosopher’s Walk Trudging faithfully behind 
him, with an umlnclla in his hand as a protec tion for his master 
in the event of an unexpected rainstorm, came his old servant 
Lampe, who adored Kant and for whom, as we shall sec, Kant 
was to create a religion and a God 

The crippled little sage of Konigsberg was as punctual m his 
habits as the sun He rose, dressed, diank his coffee, wrote, 
lectured, dined, walked — each at the selfsame houi every day 
“Kant’s life,” observes c.ne of his biogiaplurs, “was like the 
most regular of regular verbs ” But it was not a conjugated verb 
For Kant never mairicd He was hardly the man to fill a 
woman’s head with romantic thoughts 
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Yet when he lectured he filled his audiences with something 
akin to \ cncration For, standing behind a desk which concealed 
his inadequate bod\ , lie ajijieared to his students to be nothing 
but a head A strong, broad-browed, high-checkboned head, 
with large, piercing blue eyes, a ruddy complexion and an 
cloqiK lit mouth out of which flowed “the profoundest language” 
— to quote Herder — “that e\er came from the lips of man ” 

II 

“Fire,” says an old Eastern proverb, “destroys wood but 
strengthens iron ” The iron m Kant’s soul was strengthened by 
a childhood of pruation He was born (172}) into a poor, 
conflict-stricken and plague -stiirkcn Europe More than sixt) 
per cent of the people had lost then li\cs in an almost endless 
succession of wars, and many of those who had managed to 
survive were on the verge of star\^ation The Kant family w'cre 
numbered among the star\ehngs of fortune Immanuel’s father 
was a cutter of leather straps who, as he humorously remarked, 
“could never make the ends meet” But he had the Scotch 
tenacity of purpose — the Kants, or Cants, had emigi ated from 
Scotland m the seventeenth century — and he knew how to 
*‘raise good men on sma’ means ” Though he was unablf" to 
supply his eleven children with sufficient physical fare, he 
brought them up on a^ rich diet of mental food and moral 
inspiration To the Kant children white bread was c dream 
but honest thought and simple affection was a daily leality 
They were brought up in a practical religion based upon the 
teaching of the Bible For the Kants were Pietists — a sect of 
German Puritans who called themselves Soldiers of Peace 

It wa in this religious atmosphere that Immanuel received 
his home education and his early schooling The school curricu- 
lum especially was calculated to develop the moral rather than 
die mental faculties of the children “I would rather,” said one 
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of nis Pietist teachers, “save one soul than produce a hundred 
scholars ” Little did he dream that here in his school he was 
producing one scholar who would enlighten a million souls 
Indeed, Kant resented the overemphasis of the religious as 
against the intellectual side of his education He disliked the 
endless catechisms, the ceremonious formalities, the long hours 
of religious instruction and the continual round of prayers from 
breakfast time until bedtime As a result of his early acquired 
distaste for formal religion Kant refused throughout his mature 
life to attend public worship 

Yet Kant was not blind to the ethical values of Pietism “Say 
what you will of this doctrine, no one can deny the sterling 
worth of the characters which it formed And doubtless it 
played no small part in the formation of Kant’s chaiacter, for 
his Pietist teachers had given him “the highest thing that man 
can possess — that peace, that cheerful spirit, that inner harmony 
with self whicli can be disturbed by no passion ” 

He remained in this “character-building” school for eight 
years, and then he entered the Komgsberg University Through- 
out his college career he remained “a familiar of poverty,” 
tutoring his backward classmates for his tuition and his bread 
and frequenti) — especially on the days when his tuition fell 
due — going without his bread His clothes during this penod 
were on the ragged edge But he kept his trousers, like his 
thoughts, always neatly pressed, and he held them up with 
an ingenious invention of his own — he attached them to bands 
which he passed up into his trousers’ pockets and which he kept 
taut by means of springs contained in little boxes Not for noth- 
ing had he been born into a family of strap makers* 

Yet with all his hardships he managed to prcser\c his health 
For he took care of himself with German meticulousness and 
with Scotch perseverance When he walked outdoors, especially 
m the winter, he breathed only through his nose and refused to 
enter into conversation with anyone He was determined not 
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to allow those ‘‘pneumonia wmds” to come m through his open 
mouth f 

Kant had enrolled in the umversity with his parents’ blessing 
and with their hope that he might someday “wag his head in a 
poo’pit” Fbr the ministry was the height of the professional 
ambition of the Scotch artisans of the day But Kant preferred 
philosophy to theology — especially so since the philosophical 
department at Konigsberg just then enjoyed the ser\iccs of two 
of the most brilliant German intellects — Piofcssors Knutzen 
and Teske These men were, m the parlance of the day, regarded 
as polymaths — scholars m many fields Their interests were not 
only philosophic but scientific And under their broadening 
influence Kant was able to clip not only into the abstractions of 
metaphysics but into the realities of physics, geometry, algebra, 
psychology, astronomy and logic In short, he took a brief but 
comprehensive survey of the entire world as it was known at 
that period 

And the general picture that he received of the world was 
that of an infinite estate with an absentee landlord — God Kant 
decided to devote his life to the examination of the estate and to 
the seaich for the landlord “Nothing,” he said, “shall swerve 
me from that course ” 

But first of all he must earn a living And so he hired himself 
out as a servant-tutor m the country This was a degrading 
position for a young philosopher but not quite so degrading as 
the position of his sisters, who had been obliged to hire them- 
selves out as maidservants Indeed, so supeiior did Kant regard 
himself to his sisters that — and this is the one serious blemish 
upon his character — he never went to visit them after his 
graduation from the university 

He continued his tutoring among the Prussian gentr/ for mne 
years — a period m which he was able to acquaint himself with 
the “ways of the world ” And, strangely enough for a philoso- 
pher, he found these ways not to his distaste Among the em- 
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ployers who admired his knowledge though they despised his 
station were the Count and the Countess von Keyserhng Under 
their benevolent patronage he was introduced to the “higher 
social circles” where, to everybody’s surpnse, he found himself 
at home “like a fish in the water ” He dressed his twisted little 
body in tnm if inexpensive clothes, he enlivened the soirees in 
the salons of the great ladies, he became the “harmless director’* 
of the local gossip, he played a skillful hand at the card or 
billiard table, and he developed into an elegant caustur and 
bon vivant In short, the son of the leather cutter had learned to 
cut quite a figuie in the society of the day 
But only for a short time Temperamentally he enjoyed the 
inner rather than the outer hfe After his bnef physical and 
social excursion into the world of his fellows he withdrew into 
the shell of his own mind Appointed as instructor [Docent) 
at the University of Komgsberg (in 1755), he settled down to a 
life of study and never traveled more than forty miles beyond 
the limits of that town His adventures from now on were to be 
over the mountains of human imagination and into the laby- 
rinths of human thought 

III 

Kant began his academic career not as a philosopher but as a 
scientist He wrote treatises on Fire, Winds, Natural History, 
Anthropology, The Theory of the Heavens and The Ageing of the 
Earth He foreshadowed the nebular hypothesis of Laplace and 
the Darwinian theory of evolution But his chief interests were 
speculative rather than analytical Giadually he turned his 
imnd away from physics in the direction of metaphysics 

The stream of his metaphysical speculations was fed by many 
tnbutary influences, of which four may be mentioned in 
particular — the idealism of Berkeley, the materialism of Hume, 
the rationalism of Voltaire and the emotionalism of Rousseau. 
Berkeley had destroyed matter Hume had demolished mmd* 
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Voltaiu liad said “A plague on both your houses* Let’s forget 
abstiac foils aad <;lirk to reason ” And Rousseau had countered 
“L( 1 s forget n ason and n ly upon feeling ” Kant, with German 
thoioughncss, decided to examine each of these four conflicting 
iheoiKs in fnrn and to dis(()\er, if possible, some common de- 
nominator \\huli would combine all these fractional theories 
into an inlcgial unit oi truth 

He ])ul)lisli( cl th( i( suits of his investigations in three monu- 
mental works I hi ( utiqm oj Pure Reason^ The Critique of Practical 
reason and I he Critique of Judgment These three books may be 
roughly compared to a threc-stoned temple — a dark basement 
which serves as a crypt for dead idols, an auditorium which 
allows a mystical light to stream m through the stained-glass 
windows, and a dome which towers into the blue beauty of 
heaven Let us briefly glance at these three books 

IV 

In his introduction to The Critique of Pure Reason Kant warns 
the reader of the book’s difficulties “We arc here,” he writes, 
“oppressed with problems which cannot be ignored and 
which cannot be solved ” To add to the necessary obscurity of 
the subject, Kant exasperates the reader with an unncccsStTiy 
obscurity of st)le The Geiman philosophers have a habit, 
figuratucly speaking, of scratching the left car with the light 
hand Why be simple wffi'en you can be complex^ Why please 
vour reader when you can plague him^ Kant invented a whole 
dictionary of abstruse terms, and he was so long-winded that in 
his effort to explain a passage he often explained it away When 
he finished the manuscript of his first Cntiq^e he sent it to Marcus 
Herz, his h i low metaphysician, for his opinion Herz returned 
the manus^rtpt when he w^as only half through with it “If I 
finish It,” he explained, “I am afraid I shall go mad ” 

Yet It IS possible even for the lay reader to find here and there 
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a beam of light m the dark mazes of its speculation First of 
all let us translate the title of the book into everyday language 
The critique of pure reason doesn’t mean the criticism but the 
examination of pure reason And pure reason doesn’t mean ethical 
but independent reason — that is, reason or knowledge which does 
not depend upon our senses but which resides in our intellect. 

Bearing in mind the above interpretation of the title, let us 
now go on Our knowledge, maintains Kant, does not all come 
through our senses For our senses arc but imperfect measures 
of reality They can conceive neither a finite woild nor an 
infinite world They can envision neither a beginning and end 
of time on the one hand nor a begmningless and endless time on 
the other The real world, accordingly, is beyond our sensory 
comprehension But it is not beyond our intellectual compre- 
hension We can “see” the world with our “inner” eye We can 
understand it without the help of experience “My question 
(therefore) is,” writes Kant, “what can we hope to achieve with 
the intellect when all the material and assistance of experience 
are taken away^” And he answers this question by asserting 
that we can hope to employ our intellect — that is, our reason — 
not merely as a receiver of impressions but as a creator of 
ideas We can, and we do, subordinate our senses to the service 
of our sense “The eye without the mind is impotent and 
blind ” 

We must try to understand the real world, then, “not through 
our perceptions but through our conceptions,” not through our 
impressions but through our intellect For our intellect is not 
only a scientist that observes but a philosopher that classifies 
Science and philosophy are necessary if we wish to acquaint our- 
selves with the truth 

And where docs this truth lead us^ To the conviction that the 
world as it is, or the thing-in-itself, is quite different from the 
world as it appears, or the phenomenon “Kant’s greatest contri- > 
bution to philosophy,” said Schopenhauer, “was the distinction 
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he made between the real world and the phenomenal world ” 
Our notions about man and nature, life and death — these are 
merely perceptions of our senses but not conceptions of our 
mind ‘Tt remains comphtely unknowm to us what (these) 
objects may be by themsehes and apart from the receptivity 
of our senses ” The same is true of our notions about free will, 
the soul and God We cannot, owing to the limitation of our 
senses, pro\e thur existence Wc therefore have no right to be 
positive about anything We must dispose of all dogma 

It is interesting to note how positive tins philosopher can be 
in his denunciation of the positive point of view Kant is a pro- 
found believer in tlic rational testament of unbelief He slays 
dogma with a dogmatic sword 


V 

Having nisiReiVLD god in his mind, Kant then proceeded to 
create Him in his heart In The Critique of Practical Reason the 
gendc pliilosophci performed this act of creation, as Heme half 
j stingly and half seriously points out, for the sake of his old 
serv^ant Lampe ‘^Hitherto,” wntes Heme, “Immanuel Kant has 
appeared as the grim, inexorable iconoclast He has stormed 
heaven, put the whole ganison to the sword, the ruler of the 
world swims senseless in his blood, there is no more any mercy 
or fatherly goodness or future reward for present privations, 
the immortality of the soul is m its last agonies — death rattles 
and groans' And old Lampe stands by with his umbrella under 
his arm as a sorrowing spectator, and the sweat of anguish and 
tears run down his cheeks Then Immanuel Kant is moved to 
pity and shows himself not only a great philosopher but a good 
man ‘01 < Lampe,’ he observes, ‘must have a God, or else the 
poor man v^annot be happy, and people really ought to be 
happy in this world Practical common sense requires it Very 
well, then, let practical reason guarantee it * 
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“And in consequence of this argument Kant distinguishes 
between theoretical reason and practical reason and with the 
latter, as with a magic wand, revives the corpse of deism, which 
theoretical reason has slain ” 

The Cntiqve of Practical Reason is therefore a refutation of The 
Critique of Pure Reason Li this latter book Kant declares that if 
you cannot base religion upon science you can base it upon 
morals Accept a belief in God because you need such a behef. 
Your practical needs are more important than your theoretical 
speculations After all, if there is one absolute reality in this 
woild It IS the reality of our moral sense, our ethical obligation 
This ethical obligation — Kant calls it “the categorical im- 
perative” — guides our conscience to a definite distinction 
between right and wrong And our conscience is not a matter 
of science but of intuition, not a matter of pure reason but 
of piactical reason And practical reason in the philosophy 
of Kant IS closely akin to, if not actually identical with, 
feeling 

Our feeling reveals to us first the existence of God as the 
guide of our conscience, the prompter of our duty, the organizer 
of our individual and our social life Second, our feeling proves 
to us the existence of free will For if we had no free will we 
should have no conception of any moral obligation We cannot 
feel obliged to do what we are not able to do Third, our feeling 
demonstrates to us the existence of a life after death For we 
follow the dictates of our conscience even when we realize that 
we shall receive no reward for such conduct in this world We act 
upon the instinctive principle that goodness is its own excuse for 
being Why^ Because we feel, and therefore we know, that the 
drama of our present life is but an uncompleted act in a larger 
drama and that the plot, however incongruous it may appear 
in this world, will come to a logical and satisfactory denouement 
in the next world Tennyson has well expressed this idea in his 
philosophical poem. In Memonam Relying, like Kant, upon 
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his *‘piactical” rather than upon his “pure” reason, he assures 
us 

That nothing walks with aimless feet^ 

That not one life shall be destroyed^ 

Or cast as rubbish to the void, 

When God hath made the pile complete 

God, the free ill and the immortal soul — these are the facts 
of the real woild of the heart as opposed to the fancies of the 
imaginary world of the mind 


VI 

In the first book of his philosophical tiilogy Kant has denied 
God In the second book he has affirmed God In the third book, 
The Critique of Judgment, he finds God And where does he find 
Him^ In the beautiful design of Nature — a design based upon 
the “pattern laid up in the hea\cns ” Behind beauty there is 
always purpose The work of art presupposes the artist When 
man experiences the beautiful he feels within himself an infinite 
power which corresponds to an infinite power outside of him- 
self Like calls unto like God has spoken to Man, and Man 
replies, “I undci stand ” The genius — the painter, the sculptor, 
the musician, the poet — Ji\es for the greater part of his life in 
the presence of this vision But the layman, too, has his moments 
of sublime insight And in such moments he recognizes the 
presence of God in the two great mysteries of the woild — “the 
starry heavens above, and the moral law within ” 

And yet — here Kant himself falls away from his “sublime in- 
sight” an^i allows the scientist once more to override the seer — 
and yet there is ugliness in the world as well as beauty destruc- 
tion as well 3s creation, wrong as well as right Nature is such 
a reckless spendthrift m the elaboration of her design So many 
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waste< 1 seeds to produce a single flower, so much needless suffer- 
ing to round out a single life The beauty of the world, then, 
though It points definitely in the direction of a benign Provi- 
dence, IS not to be regarded as an absolute proof of the be- 
nignity, or e\en of the existence, of Providence And so Kant 
ends exactly where he started Man must try to solve the riddle 
of God, but God is a riddle that cannot be solved Once more 
Tennyson gives poetical expression to this Kantian thought 

Behold we know not anything^ 

I can but trust that good shall fall 
At last— far off— at last, to all, 

And every winter change to spring 

So runs my dream but what am P 
An infant ciying in the night 
An infant crying for the light 
And with no language but a cry 

VII 

Such, in very brief outline, is the substance of the Kantian 
system of philosophy — a system which stiried up a veritable 
revolution in the philosophical and the theological circles of 
the day The skeptics rcgaided Kant as a foolish little idealist, 
and the idealists looked upon him as a cantankerous old skeptic 
As for the clergymen, some of them called Immanuel Kant a 
dog and others called their dogs Immanuel Kant But Kant — he 
was now past seventy — serenely drank his coffee and took his 
daily walk and looked undismayed into the face of the storm 
The minister of education, a fanatical Pietist by the name of 
Wollner, forbade the further publication of Kant’s work in 
Piussia Whereupon the unperturbed philosopher dispatched 
his latest book, an essay on religion, to be published in Jena, 
a city which lay outside the jurisdiction of the Prussian king 
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The king was outraged at the tementy of the humpbacked 
httle professor “Our highest person,” he wrote to Kant, “has 
been greatly displeased to obser\^e how you misuse your phi- 
losophy to undermine many of the most important doctnnes 
of the Holy Sciiptures If you continue to do this, you may 
expect unpleasant consequences ” Kant, who had already 
spoken hi*! last word on theology, quietly replied to the king that 
he would exprc'iS no further religious views in public 
But he continued to express j&o/i/zca/ views in public He hailed 
the French Revolution with tears of joy “Now at last,” he ex- 
claimed, “I can say with Simeon — Lord^ let Thy servant depart 
in peace ^ for mine eyes have seen Thy salvation ” 

He believed — how blind even a philosopher can be to the 
future* — that the French Revolution would bring about an era 
of peace He failed to see the red sunrise of Napoleonism just 
beyond the dawning of the new day But perhaps he saw beyond 
that sunrise to still another day, “when the constitution of cv^ery 
state shall be democratic and war shall not be declared except 
by a plebiscite of all the citizens ” We can hope for universal 
peace only when monarchs and dictators, “who regard them- 
selves as the sole owners of the state,” are a thing of the past, 
when every man m every country “is respected as an absolute 
end m himself,” and when the nations learn that “it is a crime 
against the human digmty of any man to use him as a mere tool 
for another man’s gam ” 

Kant had come at last to the end of his philosophical quest 
He had sought for God and he had discovered Man “Man,” we 
are told m an Eastern legend, “hfted the veil from the goddess 
of Sais and beheld — himself” 
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Cjeorg WILHELM FRIEDRICH HEGEL camc from a line of avil 
servants In Germany the civil servant was a servile civilian, 
whose sense of mitiative and instinct for freedom had been 
paralyzed by the virus of bureaucracy Hegel’s father kept the 
records of the Wurtemburg finances He was a humdrum, white- 
collar toiler of the till His family emblem W2is red tape 

Born on August 27, 1770, Georg Wilhelm weis sent to the 
Latin School and then to the theological seminary at Tubingen 
But he turned out to be a mediocre student of “the verities of 
the heavens ” He was far more mterested in the vicissitudes of 
the earth 

And, indeed, there were many thmgs happening on earth 
during the student days of H^el France had declared the 
“Reign of Reason ” The wme of the Revolution had reached 
the lips of all the hberals throughout Europe They lifted their 
hats and clicked their heels to Liberty, Equality, Fratermty. 

Hegel, in a burst of exuberance, planted a “liberty tree” m 
the pubhc square at Tubingen as a salute to the new Repubhc 
of France. Then he turned to salute the greater Repubhc of 
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Philosophy — a commonwealth in which every free intellect was 
given the opportunity to cast his sovereign vote of thought 
Hegel dreamed of joining that splendid commonwealth and of 
contributing his decisive \otc 


II 

But even a philosopher must eat In accordance with the 
biblical maxim, “seek ye first food and clothing, and the king- 
dom of heaven shall be added unto you,” he decided upon 
teaching for a livelihood For some years he barely managed 
to make his way as a struggling tutor His chief asset was a 
love for Greek literature and for the philosophy of Kant, his 
chief liability was the lack of worldly goods And then his father 
died and left him fifteen hundred dollars Hcgtl now considered 
himself financially independent, even rich^ He wrote to his 
friend Schellmg, announcing that he was about to retire to the 
life of a gentleman of leisure He asked Schellmg to advise him 
where he ought to settle down in order to enjoy his inheritance 
It must be a place with good books and good beer Schellmg 
answered, “Come to Jena ” 

Jena was a university town in Prussia where some of the lead- 
ing young intellectuals of Germany had gathered to teach 
philosophy and history and Greek It was the center of a cultural 
Renaissance, one of the^ glowing points of the perispherc to 
which the rays of liberal thought had penetrated from Pans 

He came to Jena He was appointed a teacher at the uni- 
versity By this time his eaily enthusiasm for the wayward 
Goddess of Liberty had been quenched Indeed, many of the 
sensitive spectators of the Revolution had turned away m disgust 
when the Reign of Reason had degenerated into the Reign of 
Terror A revolution that had begun in common sense had 
ended m mui der A movement to liberate mankind had led to 
the dictatoiship of Napoleon Bonaparte Men had dreamed of 
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a better, freer world And with a stunning suddenness their 
dreams had turned to ashes 


III 

While Hegel pursued his quiet life of research in the little 
university village of Jena, Napoleon invaded it with his drum- 
mers and his grenadiers In a pitched battle lie had d( molishcd 
the Prussian army Now he put the shackles of shiv cr) upon the 
Prussian state He had successively and successfully conquered 
the Au'^tnans and the Italians and the Dutch He had reduced 
the princes of south and central Germany to a state ol \ assalagc 
He had sent an army into Spam Freedom on the Continent was 
a memory The present was engraved in blood The future was 
written in clouds 

Hegel escaped from Jena and sought a new lease of life in 
Bavaria — a German province which had appeased Napoleon 
from the first and which was now a ‘Tricndly ’ country in good 
standing and abject slavery The young philosopher accepted 
the position of headmaster at the Nuremberg Academy And 
here he was able to pursue his studies m peace for many years, 
quietly dreaming his philosophic dreams until long aftei the 
nightmare of Napoleon had become a myth and the ambitious 
dictatoi had been chained to his destiny on an obscure little 
island m the middle of the sea 

And men were free again Hegel had marned a lady ol 
intelligence and refinement Gradually his philosophy had be- 
come systematized And his life too Indeed, so absorbed was he 
in his thoughts that he had become legendary for his absent- 
mindedness Though he was still in the prime of his life he was 
prematurely bent, with a studious brow and emaciated cheeks. 
There was nothing about his external conduct or appearance 
to distinguish him His essential personality was his inner life 
Never for a moment had he abandoned the mental attitude 
of the family from which he was descended As he thought about 
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ihc unknown quantities in the equation of existence he did not 
conclude his search with the slirug of a skeptic For he was not 
like the Englishman Locke nor like the Scotchman Hume The 
German c haracter within him constructed a phiIosoph> ol faith 
And his inherited punctiliousness spun out as complicated a 
fabric of mctaph\sical speculation as the world has eser seen 
He was a ci\il sersant hard at work in the \ast administratue 
offices of red tape under the jiinsdu tion of a bureaucratic God 
The world is intelligible, said Hegd Reason lus at the heart 
of things, under their ajip ircnt disuiiit\ on tlu surface Skeptics 
like Hume had thrown doubt uito men\ minds and had created 
an atmosphere of csnicism that liad pioduced unscnipiilous 
adventurers like Napoleon W hen man loses faith in the \ alues of 
human life civilization is on the retrograde For life is a great and 
systematic scheme of truth Man can understand this truth 
through his faculties of reason even if he cannot apprehend it 
through his faculties of sense In other words, Hegel directly 
throws out a challenge to Hume After all, it is possible for man 
to know things beyond his experience Through his reason 
There are two types of reason the practical reason^ which deals 
with everyday allairs and with sensible objects that ha\e a 
tangible existence, and the abstiact reason, which deals with 
ideas beyond our sensory existence 

And here we come to the crux of the matter — the principal 
issue between the skeptics^and the metaphysicians The skeptics 
maintain that those things alone exist which we can appiehend 
through the senses The metaphysicians, on the other hand, 
insist that there are things be\ond the senses which hive an 
equally leal existence All our conceptions which are not ma- 
tenal — declares Hegel — exist just as surely as a material tabic 
or chair Considci, for example, our conception of quantity 
We have seen two pencils but we have ne\er seen the abstract 
quantity, two And ye^ the abstract conception of two exists in 
the reason just as surely as the concrete two pencils exist in space 
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For without the existence of an abstract measure of quantity 
we would never be able to distinguish between the concrete 
quantities of things in expenence 
There is therefore pure reason as opposed to practical reason 
—or, to put it in another way, there is a formal existence as 
opposed to a material exi-^tence The proposition that two and 
two equal four has a formal existence It does not exist in space. 
It does not exist in time It does not exist e\cn in our minds, for 
regardless of what happens to our minds the pioposition ic- 
mains true Yet it exists in the abstract with as much reality 
as the house of my next-door neighbor exists in the concrete 
This is the fundamental assumption of Hegel And upon tins 
assumption he rears his structure of philosophy Hume has 
maintained that we can never discover a first cause for the 
world, or indeed a cause for anything And Hegel agrees But, 
he insists, if we cannot find a came we can at least find a reason for 
things This may sound like a quibble, but it is not A cause is an 
active force that produces an effect in time A icason is a logical 
necessity which has nothing to do with time The came of the 
world’s existence, Hegel would agree with Hume, is an ex- 
pression which makes no sense But the reason for the world’s 
existence is an expression which makes \ cry good sense indeed 
The reason for the world has a logical nontcmporal priority to 
the world, just as a mathematical problem has a logical non- 
temporal prioiity to Its solution The logical exists just as truly 
as the physical The real is the lational — this is Hegel’s battle cry 
Reason, continues Hegel, is self-explanatory The world is 
reason For reason is identical with existence To the question 
as to what is the reason for everything, w^e must answer — every- 
thing But since existence is all-inclusive, maintains Hegel, it 
comprises within it the state of not-bemg as well as of being 
Everything contains within itself its own opposite It is impossible 
to conceive of anything without conceiving at the same time of 
Its opposite You cannot think of finiteness without thinking of 
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mfinitv or of time without thinking of timclessncss A cow is a 
COW' and IS at the same time not a c at A thing is itself only be- 
cause at the same time it is not something else Every thesis for 
an argument has Us antithesis I ife has deaiJi, and lose* has hate 
Day has night, and south lias age But I Icgcl geic s a ste p beyond 
this periectls obsious eondusiem anel lomcs le)rs\aid with a 
startling pionouiieemeiit Not only has esery thing an opposite 
but everything is its own opposite f The truth lies on both sides of 
every question The truth is either side After all, life is a struggle 
of opposing forces attempting to combine with one another into 
a higher unity And this unity, the quest of the philosophers 
and the dream of the poets, is achies ed only at the cost of much 
blood It IS a unity born out of strife and agony and despair 
It IS the concord of love that rises out of the discord of hatred, 
the precept of denial that is translated into the principle of 
affirmation, the spirit that dies in order to live* 

All nature, then, is a reconcihation of opposites And, like 
everything else, man too finds his opposite He wrestles with 
nature He is finally overcome by nature But only to achie\e 
his immortality For when he yields himself in death he is merely 
yielding his one self to his other self For life is death And nature 
IS man Here, too, underneath the surface diversity as appre- 
hended by our fragile senses, there is a profound and moMng 
unity Nothing external to man is really different from man 
The world around us is aur other self We see a tree The tree 
IS known to us It exists for us only as it is known to us Therefore 
its existence is included in our faculty for knowledge which 
exists in us Its existence is part of us Our existence is part of it 
Nature is the objective self as opposed to the conscious self If we 
wish to ol^tain the truth, we must not only view the world from 
the stanapoint of our inner selves but we must view our inner 
selves from the standpoint of the world This is the supreme test 
we must pa<!s if we are to follow the highest laws of reason We 
must regard oursehes with complete objectivity as our own 
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opposite, or antithesis And then we are ready for the highest 
union, or synthesis^ known to human experience Liberated from 
the petty prejudices of our sensuous perceptions, we may now 
breathe the clear cool air of freedom By withdrawing from our 
imperfect and fragile consciousness we have achitved a far 
greater consciousness, the sublime and perfect consciousness of 
Self And this Self, as wc then realize, is completely awaie of its 
own organic unity and all-inclusive power Nature rises to self- 
consciousness in Man And Man rises to self-consciousness in 
Freedom 

IV 

Hitman freedom emerges as the product of the grandest 
struggle between the two supreme forces — nature and man, 
body and mind, energy and soul, savage and saint And now 
Hegel transfers this principle of synthesis through antithesis, 
of unity through struggle, from the mduidual to the mass, from 
the contemplation of man to the philosophy of mankind Hegel 
climaxes his life’s work with a new outlook upon histor) 

The subject of human history is the development of human 
freedom History began when a spiritual consciousness dawned 
upon man 

Hegel divides his historical survey into three stages Each 
stage manifests a period of development in the struggle for free- 
dom The first stage presents the drama of the oncntal world — 
China, India and the Near East — the countries in which our 
civilization began The second stage represehts the wY)ild of the 
Greek states The third comprises the epoch of tlic. Roman 
Empire There is a fourth stage still to come — and Ik re the 
Teuton in Hegel rises to the surface — the Germanic world in 
which “the idea oi freedom will reach its highest expression ” 

The oriental world is the home of the childhood of man In 
China society was based upon the family and the state The 
prevailing mode of religion was ancestor worship The govern- 
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ment was paternal The emperor was the great yellow father 
who lulcd ()\ti Ills children with an iron hand All punishment 
was coiporcal l\er\' innabitant of China was a minor before 
ihc law 

\\hilc the spun of Clima, declares our philosopher, was the 
spiiit of an ahit < hild, the spirit of India was that of a dreaming 
child "J h( ic Jjgiori of India was shadowy, pantheistic, abstract 
Its God was 4i (lo/ing ghost of Nirvana — Nothingness The 
Hindu 1<(1 a siitu \t imitative life He was physically and po- 
liticalK and mki ilK upprogressi\e 

In il waN (lifli u nt The Persians had a religion of light 

Their spprerne (l<ii\ w * is solar energy The sun puts into motion 
all tlu pioc(ss(s of organic growth It is the power of good 
struggling against the forces of evil And this stiugglc, remarks 
Hegel, IS the very essence of life Until man awakens from his 
slumbers and becomes aware of the opposition between good 
and evil he can never be conscious of his mission to achieve a 
spiritual freedom 

In Egypt — continues Hegel — man became even more aware 
of the dynamic struggle between good and evil The Egyptians 
symbolized this awareness in the supreme riddle of their national 
art — the Sphinx Man is struggling to emerge from the beast 
But he IS not as yet successful In fact, the Sphinx is both man 
and beast, and no one is wise enough to guess as to which of the 
two natures is predominant 

Next to the Egyptians came the Hebrews, who marked a 
great transition in man’s ethical and religious histoiy It was a 
transition from a naturalistic to a spiritual conception of moral- 
ity Hitherto men had worshiped animals and stars The Jews 
worshipfi* the spirit of Jehovah, the one and absolute God 

And then arose the second stage in human development — the 
civilization of che Greek states ‘‘Greece is the fresh morning 
of human history ” Humanity has emeigcd from childhood 
into youth Greek art and religion and philosophy and polities 
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manifest the eager innocence of the youthful spirit The gods oi 
the Greeks are eternally beautiful and immortally young They 
are human in their wisdom and in their folly They arc perfect 
guides for struggling humanity Says Schiller, the German poet, 
“When gods were more human, men were more divine ” And 
the Greeks were a divine race, with all the splendor and with 
all the weakness of their own Olympian deities 

In Athens the citizens governed themselves They were the 
members of a democratic community But mankind was not 
altogether free in the Athenian world For the majontv ol men 
were slaves As yet there was no idea of freedom as the common 
propel ty of all men 

And then the world advanced to the thud stage of history 
The Greek world gave way before the Roman world Rome 
was the practical spirit of early manhood which had foi gotten, 
or had learned to despise, the happy dreams of youth ” 1 he 
first community of Rome was a community of robbers Vnd “a 
state founded on force had to be held together by force ” The 
evolution of Roman history is the development of the Roman 
robber into the Roman soldier Yet with the growth of the 
Roman Empire certain essential forces began to emerge lor the 
good of mankind A universal code of law was established, the 
first of Its kind in history as well as became the 

maxim of the Romans The individual for the first time had 
arrived at a self-consciousness of his nghts in the eyes of the 
law — at least formally Actually the case was far different For 
the majority of the people were still enslaved and for them the 
law was an empty form 

But then a new power arose — Christianity This religion, 
mighty m its humility, took the lowly masses and gav^e them a 
father in God, a brother in Christ and a knowledge of love And 
thus, side by side with the legal equality as expounded by the 
Romans, Chnstianitv introduced an intrinsic equality — the 
inherent and infinite worth of all men 
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Thankb to the adoption of Chnstianity, justice gradually 
tnumphcd over injustice in man’s historic struggle for freedom 
Men began to sec, faintly at hrsl but more and more distinctly 
as time went on, the inlimate relationship that exists between 
lustice and mercy, between law and love The legal code of the 
Romans, which had been dc\ised te) protect the strong against 
the w'cak, was step by step transformed into a new code, de- 
signed to pi Gleet the weak against the strong Absolute mon- 
aiehv gave was to eonstitutiemal monarchy, the legal rights 
of th( people were ampliiicd into political rights, and freedom 
and democracy became almost synonymous terms 

And finally, as Hegel bungs history down to las owm day, he 
sees before him a new synthesis of freedom emerging out of the 
welter and confusion of diplomatic and military rivalry This 
new freedom, he declares, will come in Prussia For Prussia “is 
fast developing a formidable power Soon it will dominate the 
entire continent ” The freedom of Prussia at the expense of the 
rest of the world* 

V 

Hegel had left jena, had taught for a spell at Heidelberg and 
had spent the remainder of his lift at the University of Berlin 
He was now on excellent terms with the rcac tionary and abso- 
lutist Prussian government The Prussian state transcended all 
the rights of the mdividiful Yet Hegel fancied that he saw in 
this state the highest type of “community” life The mdwidual 
self, he declared, must sacrifice everything for his “better” self, 
the state As Hegel grew older he became an archconservative 
His earlier days as a liberal were far behind him He lent his 
moral support to every oppressive measure of the Prussian king 
He was Jt as shocked at the second revolution of France, 
which overthrew'/ the Bourbon Charles, as he had been jubilant 
at the first revolution, when he had planted a liberty tree at 
the fall of Louis XVT He wrote an article criticizing the British 
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constitution, which he termed an “ungodly jungle ’* He would 
substitute the “rational institutions” of Prussia for the popular 
government of England A government, he said, is not obhged 
to express the will of the people “The people never knows what 
It wills ” 

Such was the anticlimax of the man Such was the irony at 
Jie apex of his grandiose political thought He siiccunibed to an 
attack of the cholera before he realized how Ins philosophy 
would fare m the hands of his disciples Its fatt ha'j been remark* 
able On the one hand, the backward-looking stattsmen from 
the Austrian Mcttcrnich to the Russian cz*irs adopted it as a 
justification for then tyranny For, according to Hegel’s dia- 
lectic, every state must accept the divine right ol oj)j)i(ssion that 
belongs to it as a necessary stage in the e\ olution ol govciiimcnt 
Here, said the tyrants, is a classic philosoph) n^aimt all revo- 
lutions But, on the other hand, the liberal disei[)l(s ol Hegel 
have seen m his philosophy a justification fo? all resolutions 
Does not this philosophy proclaim the right of (\ci) foiee on 
earth to contend against its opposing forced Docs it not assert 
the doctrine ofxiolent change through Molcnt strife ’ Out of this 
Hegelian doctrine sprang the class-struggle theory of Karl 
Marx, the father of modern Socialism 

Such was Hegel’s contribution to the histon of thought 
1 hanks to a Frenchman who had asked the German philosojilier 
to state his theory, Hegel replied in ten books But wlun an 
ancient prophet was asked to define his philosophs he u plied 
in one sentence “Thou shalt lose thy ncjghboi .is ihs^clf” 
And long after the logic of the ten books has bccoiiu merely a 
dead curiosity the logic of the one sentence will lem.iin a li\iiig 
faith 
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The news reached the clerks in the countinghouse of Heir 
Schopenhauer that their employer had become the father of a 
son “If the boy is like Master Heinrich,” whispeicd one of the 
clerks to his neighbor at the high desk, “he will look like a 
baboon ” 

“Hush, here comes the master ” 

“It’s safe to talk 1 he old man is stone deaf” 

“Foi a man that keeps our noses to the grindstone fifteen 
hours a day, Heinrich Schopenhauer has a strange device on 
his family coat of arms — No happine:^s without liberty Liberty 
indeed’” 

The Schopenhauers were a strange and ingenious people 
E\crybody still repeated that story about Old Andreas, Hein- 
rich’s great-grandfather, who had entertained Peter the Great 
and his empress on the occasion of their \isit to the imperial city 
of Danzig 1 he royal family had chosen to sleep in a room that 
had neither a scove nor a fireplace It was a bitter cold night 
But Andreas was unperturbed He brought up a load of barrels 
filled with brandy, emptied them over the tiled floor and set the 
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room .ibla/c Then piccautions \^crc taken to keep the fire 
from ''preadinq I lie room was shut and the host and his ejuests 
rttind to anotlur section of the liouse until the an li.id been 
complftcl) warmed \Mkii C/tU rnei and Iiis wife ente i(d the 
room a^ilhi it wa^ dcIn^litliilK Jiot and sicaiin 7 Ik\ sjxnt a 
comfortable n^ln 

The t>iaiKKon Heiniieli w is a wealths and iiule pende iit 
merchant liedeiiek iIk Oie it Ihiel design'^ on llie free cii\ of 
Danzig, and in order to ingratiate himself with her leading 
citizens he invited them into his royal cabinet He had met 
Heinrich and had taken a fancy to him He offered him a 
lucratisc post But Heinrich refused the offer He would not 
accept patronage from the man who threatened the freedom of 
his city 

Later on Heinrich’s woist fears weie realized The Prussians 
invaded Danzig, and the merchant was compelled to flee to 
Hamburg together with his young and pretty wife Johanna 
Their son Arthur was five years old at the time 

Arthur was the only male child of Heiniich w^ho, like Dom- 
bey, hoped someday to turn his son into a merchant like him- 
self But he nc\er lived to see his hopes realized One day he 
leaned too far over a window in the attic and slipped into the 
canal He was instantly drowned The boy was left fatherless 
at se\enteen His mother, pretty, young, lighthearted, had 
never been faithful to her husband Indeed, it was generally 
believed that Heinrich had taken his own life 

After his father’s death Arthur tried his best to prepare him- 
self for a mercantile career He wanted to be true to his father’s 
memory But he loathed his work He was a melancholy lad 
Never coc-id he get the horrible story of his father’s death out 
of his mind His father had been his one and only friend He did 
not like the giddy little social butterfly who was his mother His 
father hadn't liked her either And she had driven him to his 
death 
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The young widow, who had gained populanty as a novehst 
and notonety as a practitioner of free love, moved to the con- 
genial atmosphere of Weimar, the literary and artistic center 
of Germany Here she organized a salon and entertained all 
the celebrities with her scintillating mind and her flashing smile. 
Even Goethe found it not unpleasant to be counted among her 
visitors But her son’s contempt toward her increased with his 
years He settled down in Danzig, attended to his father’s busi- 
ness and, Hamlethke, brooded over “his father’s sorrow and 
his mother’s shame ” 

Frau Schopenhauer, on her part, sent him taunting letters 
She disliked him as heartily as he disliked lui It ga\( her gicat 
pleasure to pHgac him “You are unbeai able and biiT*dcnsome,” 
she told him m one of her letters, “and impossible to get along 
with ” And m another letter, when Nofioleon entered Weimar 
with his army, she wiotc “I could tdl sou many things that 
would make your hair stand on end But 1 refrain from guing 
you the satisfaction For I know how you lo\c to dwell upon 
human misery ” 

This son of hers was a monster, she said He pu/zlcd her 
He frightened her Once, when he was planning to \isit her at 
Weimar, she wiotc hastily “I like to hctir of \our happiness 
But I don’t wish to be a witness to it I will not hide the truth 
from you I would rather sacrifice an\ tiling than ha\c \ou 
come here I ha\c alway^s told you it i-. diflicull to h\e with 
you Your ill-humor, your compkiints of things inc\i 

table, your sullen looks, the cxtraorditi ii\ opinions you 
utter, like oracles none may dare to (Outr idicl — *ill this de- 
presses and troubles me Your ctdiial ([uibbhs and vour 
laments o\er the stupidities of the w^oild and the sufh rings of 
humanity give me bad nights and unplcas » it dreams 

Little by little the hostility between molhci and son grew' into 
a passion of hatred And from hating his mother Schopenhauer 
came to hate everybody else “From the first dawm of my 
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thought,” he ^rote, ‘ I have felt myself in discord with the 
world ” 


II 

Unhappy in his choice of a commercial cartel, he finallv gave 
It up and plung(d into the stuch of the classics at the G\m- 
nasium of Gotha But he got into .i tiuaiul with one of his 
teachers and resigned from the gymnasium 

He then entered the University of Gottingen, where he con- 
tinued his education with a voracious appetite Everything was 
gnst to the mill of his receptive mind He read books on history, 
natural history, mineralogy, physics, botany, philosophy, 
astronomy, physiologv, ethnography and jurisprudence And 
he came to the conclusion that “the dead word of a brilliant 
writer is worth ^comparably more than the living voice of a 
blockhead lecturer ” From Gottingen he went to the University 
of Berlin Fortunately his father had left him a competent in- 
come, so that he was able to indulge himself in his mental 
hobbies These hobbies now embraced, in addition to his other 
studies, the subjects of expeiimental chemistry, magnetism, 
electricity, ornithology, ichthyology and Norse poetry And 
he attempted an original investigation into the causes of insanity 
His fellow students were awed into silence by this frowning 
scholar with his high forqjiead and his massive mop of hair He 
let It be known that he was sensitive to sound and that he 
preferred to walk alone “Noises torture me When I am inter- 
rupted in my work, by the cry of an animal especially, I feel as 
if my head were sev ered from my body under tlie executioner’s 
a\ ” 

On rar/* occasions, however, he emerged from his shell and 
associated With other people At times he even viaited his 
mother — arriving and leaving, however, not with the intimacy 
of a son but with the formality of a guest On one of these visits 
he withdrew immediately after dinner to a window and was 
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gazing abstractedly into the night Some of the girls at the table 
giggled “Children,” said an old gentleman who was sitting 
next to them, “leave that young man alone In due time he will 
outgrow all of us ” 

The speaker Wcis Goethe The old poet had a great admiration 
for the young philosopher But Schopenhauer’s mother did not 
share Goethe’s admiration for her son Upon the publication 
of his thesis for the doctorate, On the Four Roots of Reason^ she 
was insanely jealous For she, too, was a writer of books, and 
she hated any rivalry from her son “The fouifold root,” she 
said sarcastically “It sounds like a book of prescriptions for 
druggists ” 

The young man looked at her “It will be read. Mother,” he 
said quietly, “when even the rubbish heap ceases to cont^n 
a copy of your books ” 

III 

Schopenhauer never saw his mother again He settled down 
in Diesdcn and lived the life of a giumblmg gentleman of 
leisure He enjoyed his solitude “Men of intellectual worth, 
moie especially if they have genius,” he told himself, “can have 
but few friends ” He justified the idleness of his physical life on 
the ground that he was thereby left free to lead a vigorous 
mental hie A man of genius need not occupy himself with a 
job ‘By meicly existing he labors lor all mankind, therefoie 
he is exempt from all other obligations ” He sacrifices himself 
through his sensitiveness, his sulfiring “Suffering is a condition 
of genius ” Did anyone believe that Shakespeaie and Goethe 
could have created their dieamwoild if they had found content- 
ment in the actual world of their everyday hfe^ 

And he, too, was a genius Was not a great system of philoso- 
phy coming to birth in his mind^ “It was revealing itself to me 
by degrees, like a beautiful landscape out of a morning mist ” 
Modesty was not one of Schopenhauer’s virtues. 
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And so lie idled and dreamed and allowed his philosophy to 
mature slowly in his mind For hours he sat in the Dresden Art 
Gallery and gazed at the Raphael Madonnas They were the 
very spint of peace, beatitude, transfigurtilion He walked up 
and down the banks of the Elbe with the fixed expiession of a 
maniac Oltcn he visited the municipal gicenhouse and the 
orangciy Once he talked in whispeis to tin shiubs and bent his 
ear to the orange blossoms that had fallen on his shoulder An 
attendant, Icaiing feu the wits of this young man who acted so 
stiangel), asked him who ho was Se hojx nhauc i looked up at 
him with a pu//leel air ‘ If you could tell me who 1 am, he 
said to the alle nclant, ‘ I should In gi( atl\ iiicldiKel ’ I hen he 
walked hurriedly off as the poor fellow looked on in amazement 

But to Schopenhauer the question was perfectly natuial He 
had been speculating on the philosophical pioblems ol the 
woild ^ The w'oild is my idea,” he had jolted down in Ins notes 
“The sun exists only as I see it, the eaith exists only as 1 feel it 
Man himself is a dream ” His existence at Dresden was part of 
the dream of Life Living and dreaming, man and the earth and 
the sky, all these arc chapters out of the selfsame mvsteiious 
book And what is this dream called Schopenhauer'^ ‘T shall be 
greatly indebted if you can give me the answer ” 

Schopenhauci’s dicam life at Dresden had foi a while taken 
on a rosy hue For in s|)ite of his misanthropic declarations 
Schopenhauer really enjoyed the society of other men And he 
found this society m the city which, next to Weimar, w^as the 
magnet of European art and culture Here Sehopenhauei was 
‘an equal among equals” He accepted invitations and fre- 
quented the theater and dined in the cahs He dressed in im- 
maculate and expensive clothes Yet he couldn’t get over his 
old habit c^f brooding “My condition is miserable,” he said 
And as if to underline this statement he slept with a loaded 
revolver under his pillow He went about perpetually angry, 
suspiei^s, irritable He suffered from an abnormal sense of feai 
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for his own life He had no faith in people, no faith in God 
“Better trust fear than faith,” was his ijiirn motto He ne\cr 
allowed himself to be shaved by a baibei s la/or At the mcie 
mention of a contagious disease he would run *i\va\ fiom all 
company He earned a leather drinking (uj) with him wlicn- 
e\cr he went out to dine, so that his lijw might not b< foiccd to 
touch another's glass And he kept his jiijus and Ins (igai butts 
under hta\y lock and key kst they be eoiitarrnnate d b\ liis 
frunds He w^as obsessed with the notion that he inight lo^e all 
his money Indeed, the concrete value ol ni.mcs pl.i\(d a huge 
part m the life of this man who so ( iiipluinc ills stnssed the 
abstiact \alue of thought He was consiiKid that llu woild 
wanted to cheat him of his fortune H< hid Ins cc*ins iindi i the 
inkstand and he put his bonds among old liltcts \s lor the 
accounts of his property, he ne\er rtcoidc d the m in the G( iman 
language but in ancient Greek and Latin -loi gelling that these 
“bcciet” ac counts could be read by am thulwhowas i classical 
philologist To deceue Ins own friends he labeled his valuables 
with misleading names 

And, truth to tell, he despised himself for these habits But 
he was comloited by the thought that persons of genius, accord- 
ing to no less an authoiity than Plato, “are often morally weak, 
despicable, a\c, e\cn bad ” One half of him could afford to be 
a savage if only the other half was developing into a sage 

And so he brooded and dreamed and distiusted his fellows 
and planned his great system of pessimistic philosophy How 
can man differentiate himself from the large die am of the 
cosmos'^ How docs he know himsclP Through his will The 
action of the body is nothing but the will To will is to act But 
more — the manifestations of the will arc not only the voluntary 
actions of the body but arc also the so-callcd involuntary re- 
flexes of the mind The will is the instinct It is the very drive 
of life 

The emotionally abnormal young philosopher was fascinated 
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by this conception Did not his own personality demonstrate 
the tiuth^ It IS the will that is fundamental in man And he of 
the high foithead and the strong tyes and the determined 
mouth knew the powci of the will It is the will that lules The 
mind IS mercK its sersant \\c do not want a thing because wc 
re<\son Wc find reasons for a thing b( cause wc want it The 
mind IS alwa\s in\eniing Ictgic (or the whim^ o( the will 

The mind and the bods, then, arc the iii'^tiumeiits of the will 
It IS the will that forms ilu grooses in tlic human cmbiso and 
builds the \css(ls for the einiilation of the lilood b 's ilic will 
that fashions the brain Tt is the will to cat that sh.ipcs the 
mouth, the teeth and tlie throat, tlie will to ie[)iotlu(e that 
shapes the s( Ml il oigans the will to glow that ailr le ts the plant 
to the sun dan the agitated ^trinjgle of men (oi looel .md mate' 
and children be the work of reason^ Not at all It is the will Life 
IS the instinctive will to live Riv^alry and stiugglc and destruc- 
tion are therefore the essentials of life For the wills of all indi 
viduals wage a ceaseless war upon one another The will itself 
has no motiv e, no aim, no purpose and no limit It is a blind and 
endless and futile striving Victory alternates with defeat and 
life with death The will to live drives everything ultimately to 
self-destruction And finally each man succumbs to the will of 
tlie worms 

With such a declaration Schopenhauer commenced the book 
which contains the systematic conclusion of his speculations — 
The World as Will and Idfa Upon sending this book to his pub- 
lisher he wrote “Whoever has accomplished a great irimortal 
work will be as little hurt by its reception from the public, or 
swayed by the opinions of the critics, as a sane man in a mad- 
house is affected by the upbraidmgs and the aggressions of the 
insane ’’ 

Sixteen years later Schopenhauer was told by his publisher 
that he had been forced to sell the greater part of the edition as 
wastepaper 


[2p6] 



SCHOPENHAUER 


IV 

But in the meantime Schopenhauer, for all his pessimism, 
desired to live After the completion of his book he had traveled 
to Italy, the land o^ Petrarch’s verses and Rossini’s music. 
Whcre\er he walked, men and women stopped to stare at the 
‘‘surly stranger” whose eyes flashed fire under a massive fore- 
head “I like to sit opposite you,” a young Englishman re- 
narked shyly to him at table “You have the face of Beethoven ” 
As usual, he wore his clothes with spotless extravagance But 
the words he flung at people were not always spotless He 
frequented the Cafe Greco, which enjoyed an international 
clientele “You know,” he said to his companions on one oc- 
-asion, “I think that Germany is the most stupid nation in 
historv But it is so far superior to all the other nations that it 
has already attained to the point of dispensing with religion ” 
He was thrown into the street by hiS enraged listeneis “Such 
philosophers,” declared a fellow German, “ought to be jailed 
for the good of our country 

But Schopenhauer was unperturbed “I am a tender spirit 
in an iron age,” he sighed and settled down to hear the pubkc 
reaction to the book he had just sent to the printers No reaction 
of any sort was forthcoming The work fell stillborn from the 
press 

He shrugged his shoulders “The more I see of men the less 
I like them,” he remarked Then he turned to more mundane 
affairs With an acute sense of business he managed to foresee 
a crash m the stock market He took out every cent of his invest- 
ments in the nick of time He decided that he had better obtain 
a teaching position to guard against the possibility of financial 
losses in the future Full of confidence m his scholastic ability, 
he hastened to Berlin, the university center of Germany It 
mattered little to him that “the most formidable intellect of the 
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day’* was Icctuiins on phik)soph\ to crowded h*ilK in tlic same 
city n<gcl was ilic man of the hour But Schopciiliauci sliowcd 
his coiildiipi for Ills (olkagiic h) announcing a Itcunc on the 
same night on which Hegel had sc he chile cl one of li's own 
lectures 

His opening leniaiks to the andicnec were an\ihing but tael- 
ful “Soon alter K*int had gone/ lie said, se)phM'> aiose who 
wore out the thinking jiowcr ol their time witn a git at ele il C)! 
noise and barbaious speech ’ Iheii, as if he hadn i made his 
point clear enough, he continued “People like Hegel (with 
their rationalistic metaphysics) should be shut out horn the 
ranks of philosophers, as of yoic the moncy-eliangcis weie cast 
out of the Temple A fitting motto for Hegel’s writings is 
Shakespeare’s ‘Such stuff as madmen tongue, and brain not ’ ” 

He was left standing in an empty room Did it occur to him 
that his audience had been offended at his lack of piofcssional 
courtesy toward the re\cred professor^ Not at all The public 
had refused to understand his genius, he was con\inccd “How 
highly was Socrates esteemed by his eontempoiarics''” he re- 
marked sarcastically 

Another unpleasant incident occurred during his stay in 
Berlin Peeved at the unresponsn enc ss of his audiences, he had 
begun to quarrel with his landlady During one of the aHcr- 
cations he lost his temper and pushed her violently out of the 
room She fell on her aim, injured it severely and sued Schopen- 
hauer for substantial d<fmagcs on the ground that her injury 
prevented her from further earning her livelihood Though the 
philosopher vigorously contested the case, he lost the verdict 
and was compelled to support the woman for the lest of her 
life Unfortunately for Schopenhauer she tuined out to be a 
hardy so.d and lived a great many yeais When Schopenhauer 
finally leecived the certificate of her death he celebrated me 
occasion with a wry pun “Obit anus, abit onus ” Tne dame’s 
deported, tne doorr\> departed 
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After the tnal Schopenhauer took a second trip to Italy and 
then returned to live in Berlin 

Always he was driven by the will to live “We note how a dry 
seed preserves the dormant forces of life through thirty cen tunes 
and how at last, when the favorable circumstances arise, it 
grows up into a plant ’’For countless generations galvanism 
slumbers in copper and zinc for aeons upon aeons toads he 
imbedded in limestone in a state of suspended animation — all 
biding their da> — all greedy to live The world was born in a 
compulsion of selfishness and lust And the eternal enemy is 
deatli 

The li\ing picsent is constantly receding into the dead past 
For what is the past but dead time^ Life is a postponed death, 
(ust as walking is a postponed falling Every breath we draw, 
e\eiy step we take, every meal we eat is an attempt to fight off 
death But to no avail Death claims us at our birth No wonder 
the wise oiicntal monarchs go around with a vial of poison 
which they can take at any moment For they and we live on 
boil owed time 

Schopcnliaucr was very tenacious of his own borrowed time 
An epidemic of cholera biokc out in Berlin, and he who had 
preached the futility of life was filled with such a mortal dread 
of losing It tliat he fled from the city in panic He took refuge in 
Naples, only to run away when a smallpox epidemic broke out 
in that citv Ht fled on to Verona— and here he became obsessed 
with the idea that he had sw^allowed poisoned snufl 

He was duadfullv unhappy People began to av^oid him, for 
“wherever he gazed a gloom ptrvaded space” His friends 
begged him not to paint the devil so black “A good gray will 
suffice ” ^ 

But the dev il couldn’t be black enough to suit his dark moods 
His obscurity as a philosopher had produced an almost patho- 
logical effect upon him He was starved for the adulation of the 
public wffio had failed to recognize him as Arthur Schopenhauer, 



LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF GREAT PHILOSOPHERS 

the Supreme “I ha\e been born to impress the mark of m> 
mtellccl upon the whole human race,*’ he had once confaded to 
a friend “Ycl I am compelled to hcai the trumpet of fame 
proclaiming the base and the worthless — I who ha\c lifted the 
veil of truth higher than an\ mortal ” Well, the imbecility of 
those who had attained sue cess would c onsolc him for the loneli- 
ness of his iailuK He was pioucl and ch fiant and he would 
never succiirnh riieic liael been no jihilosopliv between Kant 
and Schope'iiliaiier that cleseiveel the name he belie\ccl \11 
those who had pretended to be philosophers were only uni- 
versity charlatans “One giant calls to another through the 
weary space of the centuries, and the myiiads of pygmies who 
are crawling below can hear nothing but a faint sound over- 
head These pygmies ape one another in an orgy of buf- 
foonery, adorn themselves with what the giants have dropped 
and acclaim as their greatest heroes those who are pygmies like 
themselves ” 

With these thoughts he came to the drab little city of Frank- 
fort, where he determined to settle down, away from the eyes of 
the world “It enters my mind as little to mix in the philosophic 
disputes of the day as to go down and take part when I see the 
mob having a scuffle in the street ” He was forty-fiv^e and in the 
adventurous prime of life Yet he never left Frankfort again 
He hved tHfe life of a lonely recluse to the end 

V 

Such was the German Achilles, sulking in his tent away from 
the scholastic and literary battles of the world His daily routine 
for th^next twenty-seven years never changed an iota Cold 
baths ac dawn, strong coffee for breakfast, scowling and cursing 
at his landlady, three hours of study and writing in the forenoon 
when his brain was most fresh, half an hour’s practice gn the 
flute before his noonday meal, dinner at the Hotel d’Angleterre, 
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home again, another cup of strong coffee and an afternoon de- 
t^oted to reading Toward evemng a long brisk walk, accompa* 
med by his white poodle, another meal at the hotel and a botit 
with the wine cups Then usually a concert or the theater, a 
brief perusal of the Hindu mystics and so to bed — “to sleep the 
sleep of the righteous 

He was actively interested in all phases of art, and when his 
friend Goethe died he lent his wholehearted support to a 
campaign which had been organized to collect funds for a 
monument Even m this work, however, he^was not without his 
stiange suggestions and thcones He declared that scholars, 
philosophers and poets, who work for humanity with their 
heads, should be represented by busts, but that statesmen, 
rulers and generals, who serve humanity with their whole 
being, should be commemorated by their entire figure 

His eccentric theories ranged from the place of women m. 
society to dietary laws It was one of his favorite theses that 
originally man had been completely black and that he had 
dwelt m the south where a vegetable diet was practicable, but 
that later, when he had migrated north and his skin had become 
blanched, the change in the climate had necessitated more 
warmth m his blood and he had therefore adopted a diet of 
meat He was disconcertingly, frank in his conversation and 
eager to disemburden himself of his ideas whene\er people were 
willing to listen In the knowledge that Kant and Obethe had 
been prodigious eaters before him, he was not the least bit 
asharhed of his huge appetite Once, when a stranger across the 
table fiom him looked on with amazement at his voracious 
eating, Schopenhauer remarl^ed quietly “Sir, you seem to be 
astonished at my appetite Tiue, I eat three times as irpch as 
you, but then I have three times as much brairs as you ” 

Day after da) he placedJh gold piece beside his plate at the 
commencement of his meal and, to the waiter’s chagrin, put it 
carefully back in his pocket at the conclusion When asked about 
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this peculiar habit he replied “This piece of gold is to go to the 
poor whcne\cr I hear the officers at the table di*^cuss anything 
more sciious than women, dogs and horses ” 

Though sting\' with his money, he lo\cd his comforts He sat 
for hours in his studs smoking a fi\ e-loot pipe that twisted lieim 
the chin to lli( floor like a tuba The smoke, he saiel, had tlius an 
oppeirtiimU to cool [uoperK before it reached Ins thioat Aiid 
as he pulled awa\ at this monstrosiu he kept ga/ing at <i gilt 
bust of Buddha that stood silmlK on Ins bun an next to a h( id 
of Immanuel Kant The Hindu mystics were the deities of his 
philosophic ’system It was they who had preached the glory of 
resignation, who had ictired from the strife of the w^orld to sit in 
meditation upon the futility of life and who had longed for the 
approach of death, not because they believed in an afterlife of 
-blessedness but rather because they saw in death a return of the 
individual to a state of nothingness Such was the peace of the 
soul that the Hindu mystics had dreamed about It was the 
complete obliteration of man 

This philosophy was thoroughly congenial to Schopcnhauc r 
“I get more out of one page of these ancient Hindu books,” he 
declared, “than I do out of ten volumes of European philoso- 
phers after Kant ” He was exasperated with the “false opti- 
mism” of the modern philosopheis Man is csscntiall) a cicaturc 
of pain His wall is constantly driving him on to desire one 
object after another injife But the moment he obtains his desire 
what follows^ A terrible boredom, an empty void Existence 
becomes again an unbearable burden So he strives anew What 
IS life but a pendulum swinging between pain and emptiness, 
desire and boredom^ For all satisfaction in tins life is of a nega- 
tive quality When we fulfill a desire we have merely freed 
oursel * cs from this desire m order to succumb immediately to 
the slavery of further desires Paradoxically enough, it is only 
the absence of bliss that can make us understand bliss We are 
unable to recognize its value until after it is gone Happiness ip 
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a negative state The only positive state is pain In such a scheme 
of things is there any place for hope^ Decidedly no Nothing but 
satiety and tedium alternating endlessly in the human will The 
very presence of the will implies in us a deficiency, ^ want, a 
lustful craving for something that can never be fulfilled* 

And what is the cno^ Can death stop the mad process and 
fiee man from his misery^ Why, no E\en if the indnidual com- 
mits suicide he has not put an end to the general cra\ ing for life 
For though the part dies, the whole moves persistently onward 
The universal will to Ii\e conquers its eternal enemy, death, 
through the reproductive organs of the species Nature doesn’t 
care at all about the mduidual, she is concerned only with the 
type As soon as the individual reproduces his kind he has lost 
all \ alue for Nature After he has completed his task man is ripe 
for the grave Nature has deceived the individual into perpetu- 
ating the misery of his race She has endowed woman for a few 
years with a wealth of charm at the expense of the rest of her 
life, so that during those years of youth she may capture the 
fancy of some man to such a degree that he is hurried away into 
undertaking the honorable care of her Then, just as the 
female ant, after fecundation, loses her wings, which are now 
superfluous so, after giv mg birth to one or two children, a 
woman loses her beauty Her mission has been accomplished 
Time to make way for younger, healthier bodies to carry on the 
work of reproduction What an irony, this perpetuation of the 
race And how foolish we are to love^ 

Thus spake the prophet Schopenhauer And who was his 
constant companion, his ‘‘most persistent disciple”^ His little 
white poodle whom he had named Atma, the soul of the world 
This little poodle had become as legendary a figurtyin the streets 
of Frankfort as his famous master Tht children o^hc neighbor- 
hood called him ‘'Young Schopenhauer ” He^ slept on an 
elaborate bearskin rug under the picture of William Shake- 
speare No matter how busily he was engaged Schopenhauer 
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was always ready like a sla\c to attend to the needs of Atma. 
At precisely four-lhiitv m the afternoon the master and his dog 
took an ailing in the streets of Frankfort Though he was near- 
sighted, Schopenhauer a\(julod wearing glasses lie striiek his 
c anc impatic nth on the gt ound as he w alkcd and made m( aning- 
less grunts, looking neither to the one side nor to the eithe r I he 
philosopher had <m a\f ision to people who eouleln t ke e p to the 
right when passing him on the side walk Whencsei a pedestjian 
failed to eibseiM this rule' he made an issue ol ji, shaking his 
cane and muttering, “Ihc idiots, can they ne\ei learn how to 
walk properly^” He was fond of mimicking the carnage and the 
gait of the people he passed Indeed, he turned the action of the 
people on the streets into a ‘‘cosmic” subject for philosophical 
observation ‘Tt is phy^siologically remarkable,” he wrote, ‘'that 
when conversation begins to interest most people they arc im- 
mediately obliged to stand still, because as soon as their biain 
has to connect a few ideas they no longer posse ss the strength 
to keep their legs in motion by the motor ner\ es So scantily is 
everything meted out to them by nature ” 

He tried to find a weighty philosociological reason for every- 
thing, including his own conduct Ha\ing lost the taste for 
travel, he deplored the love of tiavcl in modern youth as a 
“revival of the nomadic instinct prevalent in the lowest stages 
of civilization ” 

At various stages ijf his own life he had contemplated mar- 
nage And in spite of his unromantic philosophy he had been 
guilty of one or two romantic indiscretions Indeed, he was the 
father of an illegitimate child whom he stubbornly refused to 
acknowledge But as a general thing, when his thoughts turned 
to fanale companionship, he reiterated his motto with grim 
bps ‘Were I a king, my prime command would he — Leave me 
alone ” And then he would follow up the attack with a second 
motto “Matrimony means War and Want ” The institution of 
marriage was a tiap set for man by Nature for the perpetration 
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of the greatest evil in the world — life No wonder that so much 
shame is attached to sexual loVf * It is the most miserable affir- 
mation of the will to live “We sfee the glances of two lovers meet 
longingly, yet why so secretly, fearfully and stealthily^ Because 
tnese lovers are the traitors w^ho seek to perpetuate the whole 
want and drudgery of the human race which would otherwise 
speedily come to an end ” No man with intelligence could 
possibly be a partner to the farce called love for the “fair” sex 
How any man ‘ could possibly giv e the name of fair sex to that 
undersized, nan ow -shouldered, broad-hipped and short-legged 
race called woman''' is, to Schopenhauer, one of the inexplicable 
masteries of the world 

If Spinoza’s philosophy, as has been remarked, was the God- 
intoxicated spirit of affirmation, Schopenhauer’s philosophy 
was the dcvil-intoxicated spirit of denial As he grew older, 
though he became quite deaf, his mind lost not a wffiit of its 
keenness His teeth fell out, his lips hung loosely against his 
gums and his untnmmed mustache drooped dowm in disorder 
ov e r his mouth But he still retained the mockery upon his face 
and the fire in his eyes 

VI 

And then recognition came to him at last It had been his 
custom to go at times for weeks without talking And for seven- 
teen years he had desisted from publishing any of his work In 
1835 he broke his silence and “patronized” mankind to the 
extent of publishing an essay On the Will in Nature In this essay 
he continued his lifelong discussion on fhe essential evil of all 
existence Then he wrote a sequel to The Woild as U ill and Idea 
And the public began to read his books He who had said that 
“a friend in need is not a friend indeed but merely a borrower” 
now discovered that he had hosts of friends all over the world — 
young and old students of philosophy who had been atti acted 
by the brilliant lucidity and incisive analysis of his work and 
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who proclciiriKd liim the prophet of a new age This outburst 
of adulation did not suijuisc the iniorngible pessimist-optimist 
He had never lost faiili in himself He had been expecting 
aeclamation all along But it was ratlur late He was in the 
Indian suniiiur of his lif( ‘ Now that I ha\( spent a long, lonely 
life of insignifi(an(( and disrtgaid, ' he ^^aiel with his customary 
sneei, M1k\ iscoit iiu to the (lul with trumpets and with 
drums Hu woilcl had finalK eliseovcicd Sehopenhaucr It had 
found in Ins pc ssimistie uttciance the stimulant to a new kind of 
courage — the courage of despair Misanthropy became a fad 
Everybody dc\ouied The World as Will and Idia and found in the 
acid originality of its thought the height of ‘"sophistication ” 
Young disciples everywhere mouthed with delight the old 
master’s assertion that the “only honest w^ish man can have is 
that of absolute annihilation ” 

And Schopenhauer basked like an old tomcat m his glory 
He caused every review on his books that appeared in the papers 
to be sent to him at his own personal expense — which for a pinch- 
fist like Schopenhauer was no less than a revolution When 
visitors came to his house they stood and gazed at him for hours, 
as if he had already been petrified into a monument One ardent 
disciple begged him to establish a literary sot icly for the purpose 
of keeping a constant watch that not a syllabic of his w ritings 
should ever be altered by adapters or translators And Schoptn- 
hauei in the meantmie had looked into his mystic Hindu 
literature and had seized with satisfaction upon the Vedic belief 
that the healthy man could look forward to a life span of a 
hundred years “My opponents declare that mv fame has come 
too late They think I’m old and ready to die Well, I shall out- 
live them all ” For the older he got the more he loved life — this 
Germ'iu Koheleth who taught the vanity of existence and the 
wisdom of self-annihilation He firmly believed he would reach 
the century mark “I shall still have more than thirty years of 
fame before I die ” 
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There was a fair in the city of Frankfort Schopenhauer had 
reached his sixty-nmth year Every afternoon he went to the 
fair and stared impressively at an orangoutang who stared back 
at him, unimpressed, from his cage Schopenhauer was fasci- 
nated by “the probable ancestor of our race ’ He urged his 
fi lends not to miss the opportunity of seeing this orangoutang 
'‘Mon ami,” he said to him on one of his visits, “I regret ex- 
cctdingl) that I ha\c not been able to make your acquaintance 
It an earlier date Yes, yes, the frontal bone of your head 
IS decidedly better formed than that of most humans I am 
till ilk d at the manner in which you stare through the bars You 
lia\e the strange and melancholy mien of a piophet gazing into 
the Promised Land ” 

And then he added bitterly, ‘‘But for myself, unhappy crea- 
ture that I am, theie is no such place as the Piomised Land ” 

VII 

One day as he was hurrying home for dinner — he always 
V liked rapidly even at this advanced age — he was seized with 
palpitation of the heart and a shortness of breath Phis wouldn’t 
do He must have at least thirty moie yeais in which to taste 
the sweets of success He couldn’t afford as yet to be slowed up 
111 his gait, to be weakened by an unsteady heart and a shortness 
of breath From time to time the palpitations recurred But 
lathei than slow up his step Schopenhauer shortened tlie com- 
pass of his walk'i His doctor advised him to take me die me, but 
lie glow led back that he had never taken a pill in his life and 
that he wouldn t start now Those who hoped to purchase health 
at the druggist's were fools and scoundrels* 

And what was the reason behind man’s endless struggle to 
live^ What was the grand result of all th». skill and trouble of 
life’s creatures to continue their existence^ What, but death^ 
How ingenious the preparation, how mighty the cost, how eager 
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the hope, how hopeless the end* Surely no one could reasonably 
wish to prolong such an unfair contest^ Yet Schopenhauer 
struggled on 

The old philosopher’s illness was diagnosed as an inflam- 
mation of the lungs He struggled violently against the sug- 
gestion that he take to his bed He sat on his sofa Abo\e him 
hung an oil portrait of Wolfgang von Goethe On the bureau 
stood the bust of Immanuel Kant Near by, on the table, lay 
an open \olume of Descartes How wise these pliilosophcrs* 
How well they understood the futility of man — the stupendous 
irony of his will to strive for a little greater share of greed ’ Docs 
anyone believe he can enjoy 1 is pleasure while his neighbor 
suffers pam^ On the contrary, he who seeks for himself a happy 
life m a world which is a tempestuous sea of e\ il is like a beggar 
dreaming he is king This is the law of Eternal Justice There is 
no gulf between mine and thme, my happiness and your happi- 
ness, my will and the general will of mankind Let the wise men 
proclaim this transcendent truth— that each and every one of 
us must bear all the suffering of the world as his own And we 
who have sipped a drop from the fountain of eternal wisdom, 
we who have dedicated ourselves as humanitaiians and sa\iors 
of men, let us pay out our hearts to all those who suflei, that in 
so doing we may rehc\c our own suflermg Wc who have 
stripped our power of ils blind and futile desire to struggle 
against our fellow^s, we who have merged our mdiMclual will 
into the general will, wc ^all become saints — hopeful saints, 
will-less, wase anel fiee 

Dr Gwinner came very often to see olel Schopcnhauci They 
had long conversations on philosophy and on the political events 
of the day i8bo The Italians had iiscn like a tidal wa^ e to 
sweep awa\ their Austrian oppressors Louis Napoleon had 
brought Franc into the war on the side of Italy In America 
the North and the South were arrmng themselves for the titanic 
struggle of the house divided The Southern senators were leav- 
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mg the halls of Congress in tears Momentous days, these, days 
that provided much food for philosophic thought 

VIII 

“Let us dispense with Ine emptiness of existence The great 
man is not the conqueror, but he who denies the will to live 
Histones in the future will not be written about the w^arriors 
but about the peacemakers — the men of resignation who in the 
morning of their reason are ready to cast away the masquerade 
dress which they have worn in the foolish carnival night of their 
life No regrets, no wtU, no world — and peace 

His \oice was still strong, remarked the philosopher’s ft lends 
His eyes showed scarcely a trace of old age His licalth, he 
insisted, was really nothing to complain about, except tliat now 
and then he was seized with violent coughing spasms 

Seated quietly at his breakfast table, correcting the proofs 
of his latest book and waiting for the landlady to ser\e his coffee 
He had found hope, a real escape from the needless flux of 
desire Had not Kant discovered the secret, this wise old 
philosopher looking down from the bureau in a peaceful marble 
repose^ In his early days Schopenhauer had gone to the Dresden 
art galleries to study for hours the Madonnas of Raphael What 
was written in the many different faces of the Virgin as painted 
by the master^ Life, labor, death — and transfiguration Art 
alone was the escape from the endless flux Art, the pure idea 
that lies outside the whirlpool of space and time — “like the rain- 
bow quietly resting on the raging torrent ” 

“Doctor Schopenhauer, have you taken vour cold bath^” His 
landlady had entered to let the morning air into the room 
But Schopenhauer’s mind was far away from his room Art — 
what does it mcan*^ It means the renunciation of one’s individual 
personality, the divorce from all practical desires, the reverent 
contemplation of the selfless Idea as a sacrament The average 
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man turns his attention to things insofar only as they have some 
relation to his individual will But the artist steps outside of his 
will to comprehend each thing as it really is And then he real- 
izes that the “thing” is no longer a purpose It is only an idea 
He has learned to interpret the world in terms other than those 
of his own petty desires He has subjected his will to the pure, 
untrammeled wisdom of his mind He has risen above himself 
and looked over the landscape of wisdom beyond the mountain 
peaks of desire to the vast horizon of peace Life, labor, death — 
transfiguration 

“Doctor Schopenhauer^” called the landlady as she put the 
coffee down beside him He did not answer He was dead 
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Ralph Waldo Efnerson 

1803-1882 



On JULY 15, 1838, Ralph Waldo Emerson delivered an ad- 
dress before the senior class of the Har\ard Dninity School In 
this address he pointed out “the simplicity and energy of the 
Highest Law— the oneness of mankind ” He proclaimed the 
doctrine of individual liberty and umveisal tolerance — the New 
World principle of mutual collaboration between free men as 
against the Old World formula of mutual distrust between en- 
sla\ed individuals and nations He placed the ethical code of 
humanity upon a practical American basis — to live, let live and 
hilp hoe 

This address marked the moral Declaration of Independence 
for the United States “From now on/’ observed a member of 
the audience, “our young men will have a Fifth Gospel in their 
Testaments — the Amencan Gospel ” 

What sort of man was this New England Isaiah who para- 
phrased the Bible into the Yankee dialect^ 

II 

He came of a pioneer stOv,k — poor but self-reliant, unconquer- 
able, free “My Amencan foiebcars” — Thomas Emerson had 
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come to Coiicoid in 1635- “had hard labor and spaic diet, and 
off w oodt n ti c nc he r^, but tiu \ had pc ac c and freedom The 
light snuggled 111 llirougli nmikIows of oiled papei, bul lli(\ read 
the word of God by it One of his ancestors had prayed every 
e\ening that none of his descendants might e\er be rich His 
prayer was answered The Emersons were born “not to be rich 
but to be educated ” William Emerson, Waldo’s father, was a 
clergyman — “the most liberal preacher who had yet appeared 
in Boston ” But “those who supply the bread of life are often 
repaid with stones ” He died, like most of the Emerson tribe, a 
poor man He left fi\e children, all boys, of whom Waldo was 
the second At the time of his father’s death (1811) W^aldo was 
eight years old 

His mother opened a boardinghouse in ordc r to support the 
family From the very beginning, therefoie, Waldo learned to 
know and to like people And he also learned to be cheeiful in 
the face of po\erty In the winter he and his older bi other 
William had but a single osercoat between them, so that one 
of them was always compelled to stay indoors when the other 
was out 

Waldo missed his play, but he made the best of his winter 
evenings — listening to the conversation of the boarders and 
feasting voraciously upon the books in his mother’s libiarv In 
bed, covered to the chin with his w^oolcn blankets, he followed 
Plato in the breathless ad\ entures of his Dialogues, and during 
the Sunday sermon at church he dipped into the Thoughts of 
Pascal, a copy of which he always carried in his pocket 

And thus his growing mind was nurtured upon Yankee com- 
mon sense and metaphysical philosophy — not a bad combi- 
nation, thought his mother, for a future minister of the Gospel 
For that .v is the career — the Emerson career — to which she was 
trying to dedicate- him In 1817 she sent him to Harvard, where 
he added Shakespeare and Spinoza and Montaigne to the 
intimate cucle of his “beloved masters ” Scholastically, how- 
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ever, his college career was undistinguished He was appointed 
class poet only after seven others had declined the honor But 
he was barely eighteen at the time of his graduation — tall and 
thin as a lamppost and with a lamplike glow in his large and 
gentle eyes He had fallen a prey to “the Emerson plague” — 
consumption — ^which had destroyed his father and was soon to 
carry off two of his brothers For twehc years he lived “in the 
House of Pam,” fought desperately against death and strove to 
find a financial as well as a physical foothold on life He tried 
teaching among the lulls m Roxbury, “where man in the bush 
with God may meet ” He wrote poetry that was a poor substi- 
tute for prose and prose that was the very essence of poetry — and 
failed to sell enough of cither to make a li\ mg He was invited to 
“pi each on trial” at various churches, where he was unable to 
reap the har\est of a job but succeeded in planting many a seed 
of joy “O Sally’” wrote a woman in Northampton to her sister 
aftci she had heard one of Emerson’s “trial” sermons “We 
thought to entertain ‘a pious indigent,’ but lo’ an angel un- 
awaies’” 

Finally, how^ever, a few of the New Englandeis became aware 
of the “angtl m their midst ” On March 1 1, 1829, Emerson was 
ordained minister of the Second (Unitarian) Church in Boston 
He had a most rcmaikable voice, a soft and golden instrument 
that melted away the frosts of New England Calvinism like an 
Apiil sun 

But he preached a doctrine which was unpalatable to the 
reactionary mind He advocated a practical application of the 
Sermon on the Mount rather than a com ehtional adherence to 
the ceremonials of the church Indeed, he definitely oljjccted to 
some of these ceremonials — especially the one dealing with the 
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper “The kingdom of God,” he 
said, “is not meat and drink but righteousness and peace ” 
The deacons of the church, while expressing their “undimm- 
*shed regard for our pastor,” nevertheless insisted upon the 
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continuance of “the customary administration of the Supper,” 
Whereupon Emerson resigned from his pastorate His interpre- 
tation of religion, he explained, was too unorthodox for the 
rigid foiinulas of the cslahli^hcd church “Christianity, as I see 
It, has for its objet t <;iinplv to make men good and wise Its 
institutions, then, should be as fl( xible as the wants of men ” 

In severing Inmsdf Irom his chinch Emerson attacked no 
institution and no man Ih incrdj observed that since he was 
unable to see ivc to < \ e with his congregation it would be best 
for them to g( i anothci pastor I hus, by a single simple act, he 
banished Iiom his sf)ul tlu idols o( an ancient — and to him out- 
moded - liadition but, as ('^livci Wendell Holmes remarked, 
“here was an koikx last wiihout a Iiammcr, who took dowm his 
idols (rom then p(d< stals so UndciK that it seemed like an act 
ofworsliip ’ 

Yet to manv of the icartionarics his iconoclasm was anything 
but tender Indeed, thev nniinlaintd that he had enthroned 
the de\il in the pl<U( of (loci Me would be punished for his sms 
“We are soiiv (or \Ir 1 inerson, but it ecrtainl> looks as if he is 
going to hell ' It does indeed look so,’’ replied one of his 
faiends “But I am sure of one thing — if Emerson goes to hell, 
he will so ehange its climate that it will become a popular resort 
for all the good souls of heaven ” 

III 

When emerson left his pulpit he went out to search foi the 
meaning of life He took long walks in the country He tiled to 
attune his ear and his heart to the music of Nature And before 
long he made a strange discovery He le^^ ned that the Lcait of 
Nature wi" beating in unison with his own heart He was an 
intimate pai t of a living world His mind was an important cell 
in the world mind —or, as he called it, the World Soul or Over- 
soul And this abstract discovery led him to a practical obser- 
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vation. He noticed, when he reflected upon the intimate 
relationship between himself and the rest of the world, that his 
whole being was electrified with a surge of power, an o\cr- 
mastering confidence in himself and in his fellow men This 
power was infinite He could draw upon it at will And he could 
teach others to draw upon tins same power within themselves Each of 
us, he concluded, pcasesses the spiritual capital for developing 
an enormous business — the business of acquiring and exchang- 
ing beauty and joyousness and freedom and friendship and 
peace 

It was a doctrine admirably suited to the temperament and 
the genius of America We are forever, he said, “on the verge 
of all that IS great ” Trust in yourself Claim your share of the 
greatness of life Assert your relationship to the di\ine Sur- 
render yourself to the power within you — not the power to 
enslave but the power to liberate, to help Dare to become the 
master of your own fate and teach all and sundry to dare like- 
wise 

And thus Emerson became a teacher of man, the immortal 
pupil — “a professoi,” to use his own expression, “of the Science 
ofjoy ’’ 

His own life, however, was not a life of unmixed joy He had 
fallen in love and married and lost his wife — all within eighteen 
months For two years after her death he paid a daily \isit to 
her grave He himself expected to follow her shortly, for his 
painful cough was “like a sexton singing a funeral dirge” m his 
chest 

But Emerson was the philosopher of life He refused to die 
He took a trip to Europe in order to sit at the feet of the masters 
of the Old World One evening he came to see Cailyle The 
“hermit of Craigenputtock” gave his young American visitor a 
pipe and took one himself In perfect silence — so the story goes — 
the two puffed away at their pipes until bedtime, when they 
•hook hands and congratulated each other on the fruitful eve- 
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ning they had spent together On his subsequent Msits, however, 
when he had become more familiar with the philosophy of 
Carlyle, Emerson found him somewhat disappointing Carlyle’s 
eyes were fixed too mtenllj upon the dead glory of the Old 
World and were insuflicieiitly open to the li\ing beauty of the 
New World ‘ Carlyle is loo pro\incial and speaks not out of the 
celestial region” He was so eagei to pr*^ist tlic gnat men, 
thought Emerson, that he faikd to appraise tlu greatness of the 
common man 

Emerson found the same fault with many of the other celebri- 
ties of Europe For these men were still encumbered wulh po- 
litical beliefs and ethical dogmas which Emerson had long 
outgrown ‘Tor a thousand years these poor men (of Europe) 
have sat before the gates of Paradise to catc h a glimpse of the 
beauty within And now that the gates have been opened, these 
men have fallen asleep ” 

Disappointed with his European trip, Emerson returned 
home Euiopc had little to say to him, but he had much to say 
to America lie found a new kind of schoolroom, the village 
lyceum Here, liberated from the shackles of eomentional 
creeds, he cxpiessed his independent thoughts on mice and 
men and angels and gods The mtdlcctual Biahmms of Boston 
and Cambridge didn’t like his ideas Foi he was too iircveient 
toward the old traditions and professions Once they hooted 
him off the platform at Hanard College But the common 
people, the men and the w'omen with the homespun thoughts, 
understood his simple teaching even though they couldn’t 
always follow his elegant phrases For the lesson that he brought 
home to them was but an echo of the ambitions and the hopes 
that were stirring vaguely within then ow n minds ‘ We are 
simple folk here,” said a Lexington woman after one of his 
lectures, ‘ and we understand Mr Emerson because he speaks 
directly to oiii hearts ” 

His lectuies were, for those days, fairly remunerauve They 
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Drought him about eight hundred dollars a year To this he 
was able to add an annual income of twelve hundred dollars, 
a legacy which he had inherited from his wife He felt himself a 
rich man He bought a “mansion” in Concord for thirty-five 
hundred dollars, married a second time and settled down to 
cultivate the flowers in his garden and the friendship of his 
neighbors 

And his friends were among the richest personalities in the 
world For some mysterious reason which the scientists have 
not as yet been able to explain the gods occasionally select a 
single spot on eaith and people it with the citizens of heaven. 
This happened in the Athens of the fifth century (b c ), with its 
Aeschylus and Euripides and Phidias and Socrates and Plato, 
in the London of the Elizabethan period, with its Beaumont 
and Drayton and Fletcher and Jonson and Shal fspeare, in the 
Germany of the caily nineteenth century, with its Goethe and 
Schiller and Heine and Mozart and Schubert and Beethov^en, 
and in the Russia of the latter part of the nineteenth century, 
with Its Turgenev and Tchaikovsky and Chekhov and Dostoy- 
evsky and Tolstoy In a lesser sense the Concord of Emerson was 
the scene of another of those periodic flowerings of the divine 
mind on human soil Among the intimates of Emerson were 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, the man who immortalized the struggle 
between the Puritan love of religion and the pagan religion of 
love, Margaret Fuller, a female Merlin whose eyes were “visible 
at night” and who could play with ideas as a juggler plays with 
colored balls, Bronson Alcott, the peddler-prophet whose 
personality was a combination of the wisdom of Plato and the 
wholcsomencss of Saint Francis, Henry Thoreau, the saintly 
vagabond whose capital was about twenty-five dollars a yeeir 
and an infinity of love, Sarah Ripley, a Greek goddess in a 
Yankee wrapper, who washed the family clothes and scrubbed 
the floors and translated Klopstock and taught Homer and 
Virgil and Aristotle in her husband’s school, and “Aunt Mary” 
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Emerson^ a hving flame of four feet and three inches, who 
galloped over the fields of Concord dressed in her shroud and 
a scarlet shawl and whose wit could tear into shreds the con- 
ventions and pretensions of the day 
With these friends and many others, m Boston and in Cam- 
bridge as well as in Concord, Emerson exchanged ideas, and then 
he went into his study and transformed these ideas into the 
minted gold of his essays and his Iccluics He traveled over New 
England, into the South and across the continent to California 
He dchvere d talks to all sorts of people — sailois and blacksmiths 
and poets and teachers and farmers and shoemakers and 
politicians and pioneers He took another trip to England — this 
time to bring the idea of Democracy, the message of the New 
World, to the inhabitants of the Old Everywhere they listened 
m amazement to this New England apostle, “straight and thin 
as a birch tree in winter,” whose keen strong face was like a 
block of granite chiseled out of Mount Monadnock and whose 
optimism was grounded upon a firm foundation of American 
faith Faith m the justice of the American idea and in the 
heroism of the average American man 

IV 

Emerson had no cut-and-dried system of philosophy There was 
no dogmatic consistency j[o his thought And purposely so “A 
foolish consistency,” he observ^ed, “is the hobgoblin c»f little 
minds ” He did not pretend to know the truth The truth, he 
said, is as hard to capture and bottle up as light All that he 
tried to do was to pick out, here and there, a stray thread which 
to him seemed to be part of an intricately woven yet definite 
design of a bcncv^olent Providence These threads may be 
bnefly pieced together into the following pattern 
All men are vital parts of one organism — mankind This 
philosophy, to distinguish it from Pantheism, may be called 
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Panhumanism In The American Scholar Emerson repeats "one 
of those fables which out of an unknown antiquity convey an 
unlooked-for wisdom — that the gods, in the beginmng, divided 
Man into men, that he might be more helpful to himself, just 
as the hand was divided into fingers, the better to answer its 
end ” But unfortunately, continues Emerson, the individual 
units which compose this united human organism have allowed 
themselves to be “peddled out,” to be “spilled into drops,” so 
that our present-day society is one m which “the members have 
suffered amputation from the trunk and strut about so many 
walking monsters — a good finger, a neck, a stomach, an elbow, 
but never a man ” 

It is our business, therefore, to reaffirm the “oneness of man- 
kind ” Indeed, we must not only reaffirm this fact but we must 
actively dedicate ourselves to it American philosophy is a 
philosophy of action “Good thoughts are no better than good 
dreams, unless they are executed ” The prophets of the East 
had preached the passive doctrine that God is One But now 
came the prophet of the West with the added active doctrine 
that Man, too, is One Man is one, declares Emerson, because 
his soul is “part and parcel of God Let us stun and astonish 
the intruding rabble of men and books and institutions by a 
simple declaration of (this) fact Bid the invaders take the shoes 
from off their feet”, for every man, every human part of that 
divine entity known as mankind, is a god in the making 

Emerson applied the term tianscendentahi^m to this idea of the 
oneness of man through his relationship ♦with God It is an un- 
fortunate term, for it obscures a simple idea with a difficult 
name Many of Emerson’s contemporaries sneered at this 
exotic name and failed to understand that it encompassed a 
vital American thought One of Emerson’s critics, Dr Burnap 
of Baltimore, characterized transcendentalism as “the new 
philosophy which maintains that nothing is everything m 
general and eveiythmg is nothing in particular” — a defimtion 

[251'] 



LIVING BIOGRAPHIES OF GREAT PHILOSOPHERS 

which IS as false as it is facetious For, properly understood, the 
philosophy of Emerson is but the ethical foundation for the 
political doctrine of American Democracy 

And this brings us to the second point in Emerson’s philosophy 
— his insistence upon the dignity of the common man ‘Tn all 
my lectures I ha\c taught one doctiine, namely, the infinitude 
of the pn\ate man ” With the annunciation of this principle 
Emerson turned his back completely upon the European insti- 
tutions with then superficial nobilities and their artificial class 
distinctions Gome out of the ccmeteiics of the past’ Look for- 
ward into the wc^ocllands of the fiiiurt’ ‘ The eyes of man are 
set in his forehead, not in his hindhcad ” We lia\c outlived the 
despotic traditions of the old “ llicie aie new lands, new men, 
new thoughts ” Let us stop imitating our brothers of the Old 
World For “what is imitation but the (backward) traveling of 
the mind^ Our houses are built with foreign taste, our shelves 
are garnished with foreign ornaments, our opinions, our tastes, 
our faculties lean and follow the Past and the Distant ” Stop 
being followers and leaners, become founders and leaders 
“Build your own world ” Build your own life “The private life 
of one man” can be made “more illustrious than any kingdom 
in history ” 

And it IS the business of the American thinkers, the American 
scholars, to teach their fellow citizens how to build “Let each 
one of us begin at home Here in Concord, observed Emerson, 
there are no manufacturing industries “Well, then, let us 
manufacture schoolteachers and make them the best in the 
world ” American teachers — teachers of the American Way 

But what IS the American Way^ The recognition of the 
importance of each in the summation of the whole Size doesn’t 
matter, neither does pomposity or blatancy or fame matter The 
gods descend upon the earth in lowly disguises In the folklore 
of many na^^ions the most powerful creatures are the smallest 
Let ea<Ji man attend to his own work, and let every man respect 
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the work of his fellows What, the blacksmith is unable to write 
a poem^ Well, but the poet is unable to hammer out a horse- 
shoe “If I cannot carry forests on my back,” declares the 
squirrel to the mountain, “neither can you crack a nut ” 

Emerson’s philosophy pointed out the nobility of the common- 
place “Know, whoever you are, that the world exists for you ” 
In each and every man “there is an angel in disguise who plays 
the fool ” It was to these “angels in disguise” that Emerson 
spoke when he addressed his audiences, exhorting them to cast 
off their foolish oulei garments of servitude and sycophancy 
and humiliation and prejudice and hate and to stand forth m 
all their divme splendor as free men He told them to liberate 
thcmsche, fiori llic European philosophy of resignation and 
to accept the \mcrican Gospel of aspiration He urged every 
man to assert nimsclf— not his isolated self but his inclusive self 
Strengthen your hcait with the knowledge of this inclusive self, 
this social indniduahsm which is yours by right of birth, and 
you have mastered the secret of all power “All that Adam had, 
all that Ca( sai coidd, you have and can do ” Unshackle your 
mind fiom its chains and learn to know yourself for the man that 
V^ou are destined to become “There are no bounds to the possi- 
bihtusofmau 

Emerson’s was the v oicc which, as he remarked in a letter to 
a friend, he had sought in vain among other philosophers — 
“that profound voice which might spe ik to the American heart, 
cheeimg timid good men, animating the youth, consoling the 
defeated and intelligently announcing duties which clothe life 
with joy and cndcji the land and sea to men ” America, he 
said, needs a new kind of virtue — virtue “with guts in it” 
Pride in our work and justice for our workers For the workers 
are the channels thiough which aspiration flows into creation 
This is to be a country of great deeds and of great ideas Free, 
dynamic and daring ideas America “shall be the asylum and 
patron of every new thought, every unproven opinion, every 
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untried project which proceeds out of good will and honest 
seeking ” 

America is to be the Great Experiment It is to be dominated 
by the strong courageous will of the pioneers and guided by 
the wise and gentle counsel of the scholars And the goal of the 
Experiment^ Complete Democracy, social, political, economic 
A future hope, founded upon past mistakes Keep on trying and 
blundering and failing — and trying again Do not despair In 
spite of your failures, in spite of your sufferings, in spite of your 
discouragements, keep “antagonizing on ” The race is not to 
the swift but to the resolute Ha\e you been pushed asidc^ Ha\e 
you stumbled^ Nc\cr mind the ridicule, ne\er mind the defeat 
Up again, old heart' “Be of good cheer Patience and 
patience, we shall win at last ” 

Be of good cheer' “This world belongs to the ciieerful, the 
energetic, the daring ” Dare to assert yourself as an accredited 
citizen in the great Republic of Mankind Your birth into this 
world has been no mistake You are an imited guest to the 
banquet of life And He who has sent you the invitation is no 
niggardly host Divine generosity is hidden somewhere behind 
the mystciy of creation “There is intelligence and good will at 
the heart of things ” 

And — here Emerson stresses again the idea which dominates 
his entire thought — this divine intelligence has created indi- 
vidual men as the \ital component parts of a united mankind 
One for all, all for one “The heart in thee is the heart of all 
Not a valve, not a wall, not an intersection is there anywhere in 
nature, but one blood rolls uninterruptedly an endless circu- 
lation through all men, as the water of the globe is all one sea, 
and, truly seen, its tide is qpe ” 

Again and again Emerson appeals to this one tide of humanity 
which flows in the hearts of all living men Indeed, Emerson 
may be said to have written the final clause to the American 
Declaration of Independence For his brave and gentle philoso- 
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phy represents the Universal Declaration of Interdependence. 

This philosophy of interdependence receives perhaps its high- 
est utterance in Emerson’s essay on Friendship The beauty of 
friendship lies in the recogmtion of the ultimate relationship 
that exists between man and man “The essence of friendship 
IS entireness,” the intuitive knowledge that you and I are an 
undivided unit When we are in the presence of our friends 
“let us be silent — so that we may hear the whisper of the gods ” 
And in the music of that whisper we can feel “the flowing of two 
souls into one ” Wherever two friends engage in conversation 
there is a third party present~God “Shall I not call God the 
Beautiful, who daily showeth Himself to me in His gift of friend- 
ship^” When I encounter my friends “it is not I but the Deity 
m me and in them” which “derides and cancels the thick walls 
of individual character and now makes many one ” 

Thtf life of man is a quest for friendship, a striving for the 
class reunion of the human soul But true friendship is not 
merely a passion but it is also an action of the soul It is a divine 
game of give and take “The only way to have a friend is to be 
one ” We must leain to “grasp heroic hands in heroic hands ” 
This active and heroic conception of friendship is to Emerson 
the one solid thing in a w^orld of shadows It is a substance of 
such reality and duration that compared to it “the Alps and the 
Andes come and go as rainbows ” 

Cultivate the art of friendship and you come close to the 
heart of reality You stop looking at the rainbows and you begin 
to see the true source of light “If man could be inspired with a 
tender kindness to the souls of men and should come to feel that 
every man was another self this feeling would cause the 
most striking changes of external^ things the tents would be 
struck, the cannon would become street posts, the pikes, a 
fisher’s harpoon, the aggressors would be disenthroned, and 
the marching regiment would be a caravan of emigrants, peace- 
ful pioneers ” 
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Peaceful pioneers This was the philosophical dream of Emerson 
— a waricss world of courageous, independent, ]o\ou<?, lo\ing 
and adventuring friends 

V 


Hawtiiorm gist'^ US .1 gracious putuic of tlic «scrcnc and 
fnenclK sage ol t oruord as In md linn on hi^ d iiK walkN It 
was good lo (iicountcr Inm in tin wood ])alll^, oi sonic tiinr^ in 
OUT a\(nuf with that jimk irin 1!( ctiial ulc iin dillii^cd al'oiK his 
present ( like tlit uai iiit nt (»1 a slimniL; out and lit '^o (jincl so 
•.iinple, so witlioul pitltiiNioiiN c m oiino i ing (tuli man alj\c 
as if expecting to rectue more than he could impart Bu<^ it was 
impossible to dwell in his \icinity without inhaling the moun- 
tain atmosphere of his lofty thoughts ” 

There was in his make-up no hatied, no rancor, no disdain, 
only an infinite forgi\eness and lo\e Wlicn he lost his son Waldo 
a Unitarian preacher attributed the loss to Einci son’s '‘lack 
of faith ” Emerson mciely replied ‘ Neither my h lend nor I can 
understand the ways of life and faith and death ’ Once, when 
he had concluded a lecture at Middlcbury College, tlie presid- 
ing minister offered up a prayer as an antidote ‘ We beseech 
Thee, O Lord, to deliver us from c\ci hcaiing any moie such 
transcendental nonsense as we ha\e just listened to from this 
sacred desk ” Asked to comment on this public insult, Emerson 
remarked “The minister seems a very conscientious, plain- 
spoken gentleman ” 

He failed to get excited at the foolishness of men One day a 
‘Millente” came to him with alarming news “Mr Emerson,” 
he cned, “do you know that tonight the world is coming to an 
end^” “I’m glad to hear it,” smiled Emerson “Man will get 
along better without it ” 

Yet on Oi casion his voice could glow sharp — especially when 
he cned out against injustice On November 7, 1837, when 
opposition to slavery was still regarded as a crime in the intel- 
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3ectual circjes of Boston, he dared at a pubhc lecture to express 
his admiration for the abolitionist martyr, Elijah P Lovcjoy 
‘‘The brave Lovejoy gave his breast to the bullets of a mob for 
the right of free speech and opinion and died when it was better 
not to li\e ” One of Emerson’s friends, who was present at the 
lecture, remarked that “a sort of cold shudder ran through the 
audience at this calm braving of the public opinion ” 

Emerson was fearless not only in braving the opinions of 
others but in changing his own opinions whcne\cr he found 
himself to be m the wrong The one great heio of his early youth 
had been Daniel Webster ‘‘There is the Bunker Hill Monument, 
and there is Webster,” he once wrote, referring to the “two 
wonders of the New England world ” Yet when his hero sur- 
rendered to sla\ er) Emerson was one of the first to stigmatize 
his conduct in public At a political rally m Cambridge — one 
of the few^ in which Emerson ever took an active part — he 
pictured “the car of sla\crv and its abominations,” with Web- 
ster as the leading hoi sc His words were greeted with a storm 
of hisses Emeison waited patiently until the noise subsided, 
and then he went on “Every drop of Webster’s blood has eyes 
that look downward He knows the heroes of 1776, but he can- 
not see the heroes of 1851 when he meets them on the street ” 

When Webster died he received perhaps his most fitting 
epitaph in the paradoxical tribute of Emerson “He had honor 
enough to feel degraded ” 

In the tiagic days preceding the Civil War, and throughout 
the war, Emerson always spoke “the best and bravest word ” 
Seveial of his close friends were killed in the war, and his only 
living son was wounded In spite of his advanced age and his 
alw^ays precarious health he was tireless in his advocacy of the 
black man’s cause He had the highest admiration for Lincoln, 
“the Protector of American Freedom”, and Lincoln returned 
this admiration for Emerson, “the Prophet of American Faith ” 
At the conclusion of the war Emerson proclaimed this faith in 
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one of his most inspired lectures. “Amenca means opportumty, 
freedom, power The genius of this country has marked out her 
true j)ohcy opporlumtv — doors wide open — every port open 
If I could, I would ha\c free trade with all the world, without 
toll or customhouse Let us invite every nation, every race, every 
skin, white man, black man, red man, yellow man Let us offer 
hospitaht>, a fair field and equal justice to all ” 

\I 

*‘Life,” said Emerson in one of his lectures, “is unnecessarily 
long ” He had always hoped that he might not outliv e the 
decay of his mental faculties This hope was not completely ful- 
filled In 1872 his house burned down “The morning after 
the fire,” he said, “I felt something snap m my brain ” From 
that day onward his “naughty memory” gave him “but fitful 
service ” One evening his daughter read to him a passage from 
his lecture on Nature “I don’t know who wiote this,” said 
Emerson, “but he must have been a great man ” 

Yet there were moments when his former greatness broke 
through like a flash of hghtnmg in the gathering dusk One day, 
as he was walking through his garden with his fnend Moncure 
Conway, he handed the young man a plum “Take this,” he 
said “At Its best it is the fruit of Paradise ” 

These words were symbolical of Emerson’s attitude not only 
toward the humblest of fruits but also toward the humhJest of 
men “At his best he is the child of Paradise ” 
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Important Works by Spencer 


Social Statics 

The Development Hypothesis 
Progress^ Its Law and Cause 
Synthetic Philosophy^ ten vol- 
umes 

First Principles 
Principles ^ Biology 
Principles of Psychology 


Principles of Sociology 
Principles of Ethics 
Th'^ Theoy of Population 
The Universal Postulate 
Education Intellectual, Moral, 
Physical 

Man versus the State 
Autobiography 



Herbert Spencer 

1820-1903 



i^N HIS OLD AGE Spcnccr Wrote his autobiography Refernng to 
his QLiakei ancestors, he observed, “1 have never shown the 
untajlmg diligence that was common to them, yet there has not 
been displayed by me as gicat an amount of altruistic feeling ’’ 
In this book he also recorded his ‘'youthful indifference to a 
icnse of duty” and his early “dnorcc from uhgion ” All this, 
he said, seemed to demonstrate “that in my biain the blood 
supph , wilt n not increased by excitement, has been below par ” 
Here speaks the apologist for the “spiritualK anemic” age of 
scientific skepticism 

His hands, Spencer tells us, were unusually small and well 
built And — alwa^s the evolutionist — he points out proudly 
that he has inherited these hands from his father and his grand- 
father who did ‘ nothing more arduous, day by day, than wield 
the pen or pencil ” The theory of hereditary characteristics had 
swept Europe m Spencer’s time 

He speaks oroudly of his early “freedom from moral fear ” 

And with malicious relish he quotes the criticism of his uncle 

“The grand deficienqy in Herbert’s natural character is in the 
* 
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pnnciple of Fear By Fear, I mean that Tear of the Lord’ which 
‘is the beginning of wisdom ’ ” This “grand deficiency” was a 
matter of pride to the philosopher who was the spokesman of 
the age of agnostiasm 

And here speaks the original thinker “I inherited an unusual 
capacity for the intuition of cause Without instruction I had 
reached (as a child) a truer insight into ultimate dynamic re- 
lations than (was the case with) those who were much older 
and far better cultured At the age of thirteen I called in 
question the doctrine of inertia set forth in Dr Arnott’s Physics 
and defended by my uncle, and persisted in my dissent in spite 
of this combined authority against mt ” 

And finally, here speaks the man of tragedy, with a body 
maimed by overwork at the age of fi\ c and thirty, a pitiable 
wreck reduced at middle age to wearing “stoppings” in his ears 
to quiet his nerves and to taking nightly doses of opium to 
induce sleep “Of literary distinction, as of so many things which 
men pursue, it may be truly said that the game is not worth the 
candle ” 


II 

He was the oldest of seven children and the only one to sur- 
vive his infancy He obtained under his father and his uncle, 
both of them teachers and social reformers, a smattenng of 
natural science, physics, chemistry and anatomy But he studied 
no Latin or Greek to speak of, and he received no regular 
instruction in his native language Indeed, he boasted that he 
had practically no knowledge of English grammar Up to the 
age of forty he gulped down his knowledge piecemeal Nothing 
formal — a hasty lunch-counter sort of education Yet he became 
an assistant schoolteacher in his native Derby at seventeen 
Shortly thereafter he found an outlet for his mathematical 
talents as a civil engineer with the London and Birmingham 
Railwa]|r He was discharged from this job, however, when 
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politics held up the further construction of a branch line “Got 
the sack — very glad,” he remarked 

He was free to devote his time to himself He collected fossils, 
studied modeling and phrenology, produced a number of in- 
ventions, including a “binding pm” for fixing together the loose 
sheets of a blankbook, and then decided to come down to 
London for a literary career He secured a position as subeditor 
of the Economist^ hobnobbing with such members of the London 
intelligentsia as George Henry Lewes, Ihomas Huxley and 
Maiian Evans (later to become famous as George Eliot) But he 
was so pooily off that he thought of migrating to another coun- 
try where he might find perhaps “better luck under fairer skies ” 
New Zealand was his choiee With scientific meticulousness he 
jotted down on paper a list of the relative advantages of the life 
m the two countries Each item was valued at a definite number 
England presented “greater domestic comforts,” valued at ten 
points, “excitement m literature,” twenty points, “excitement 
m science,” six points New Zealand, on the other hand, offered 
the chance of a more profitable living wage and the prospective 
‘ excitement of marriage,” valued at one hundred points 

When he made the final computation New Zealand out- 
numbered England almost three to one But Spencer grew 
critical of his plans and gave up the idea of migrating — with its 
li\ mg wage, its chances for marriage and all its other advantages 
Later m life he remarked, “It seems probable that this abnormal 
tendency to criticize has been a chief factor m the continuance 
of my celibate life ” 

However, his financial luck turned His uncle died and left 
him a small inheritance He gave up his job on the Economist 
and wrote a book on psychology He had already prepared a 
number of essays on sociological and scientific subjects He had 
inherited from his father the “synthetic tendency” of theonzmg 
scientific figures into sociological facts And he was anxious to 
offer his findings to the world 
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While he was busy editing his various essays into a collection 
for publication it occurred to him that these essa>s might ser\e 
as the basis for a “new scientific philosophy” that would rc%o- 
Jutionize the world 


III 

His sciFvriiic phiiosopiiy giew into a work of eighteen \oI- 
umes lie was recognized as the leader in all the im|)oilani 
contro\ei«'ics on evolution Ik wiote one of the most important 
texts on p^vdiologv in the nineteenth ctntiiiv wilhoul ariv siii(i> 
of the woiks of his ])Ted< ( cssois in the field H( pie pan d a book 
on biologv and pcil(»iiiud oiilv one kiboi itoiv <\p(iimeiU to 
test lii^ theorii s And he became one of ilie most talked ul men 
in England ' 

During these productive years of his life his interests ranged 
from a “metaphysical doctiine to a binding pm, from a classifi- 
cation of all the sciences to an impioved fishing-rod joint, from 
the general law of evolution to a better way of dicssmg ai tificial 
flies ” But widely as they roamed within the limits of science, his 
interests extended no further He was one of the most dogmatic 
intellects of his century He had become so obsessed with tlic 
business of devising synthetic formulas for life that “he stopped 
living ” 

At thiity-eight he had drawn up the tremendous outline of 
his Synthetic Philosophy ^ and the remaining foity -three }eais of his 
life he spent in completing the task 

Spencer’s Synthetic Philosophy is the universe in miniature 
It deals with the birth of the stars, the evolution of the earth, the 
life of man, the growth of his intellect and the progress of his 
spirit It 13 impossible in the space of a few pages to come any- 
where mai to an adequate summary of this comprehensive 
work Let us, however, try to dip up, as it w^eie, a thimbleful of 
knowledge out of this vast ocean of speculation 

Spencer based his entire system of thought upon the theory 
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of evolution He had expressed the idea of evolution in an essay 
some years before the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species 
And now he extended the principles of evolution fiom the earth 
to the heavens All nature, he said, is progressively and re- 
gressively rhythmical All life is an integration of matter and a 
concomitant dissipation of forces Matter passes from an “in- 
definite incoherent homogeneity” to a “definite coherent 
heterogeneity” and then back again to an “indefinite incoherent 
homogeneity ” Tianslatcd into everyday language, this means 
that the destiny of the univ^erse is from chaos to creation to 
chaos The epic of life and death — the rise and fall of planets 
and nations and men All things — culture and morals and art 
and science and religion — are born from the embryo, pass 
through youth, prime and old age and finally end in decay 
What IS biology but “life, the continuous adjustment of in- 
ternal relations to external relations ” W^hat is psychology but 
a continuous evolution “from nebula to mind” — a development 
of the consciousness through the stages of simple and complex 
responses, instinct, memory, imagination, to intellect and reason 
Society, too, is an evolving structure, having organs of nutrition, 
circulation, co-ordinalion and reproduction Families grow into 
clans, clans into states, and someday, let us hope, states will 
grow into the federated superstate of the world But in the end 
everything will dissolv^e into the nothingness out of which it 
came The life of man, the life of the world, is a fitful dream 
between a sleep and a sleep 

No man of the centurv had undertaken such a monumental 
task Spencer’s world was laid out in the pattern of a geo- 
metrical diagram His mind, remarked William James, “had 
not the lights and shades of an ordinary st>lc, it was a remorse- 
less glare throughout ” His friends and critics, as they watched 
this iconoclast dictating his thoughts to a number of sccretanes 
day after day for nearly half a century, shook their heads and 
murmured “All brains and no heart ” 
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IV 

His writing was an immense monument of egotism His mind 
was utterly unrcctptive to any idea that was not his own For a 
philosopher he was singularly unappreciative of Plato He 
attempted time and time again to read the Dialogues and with 
each succeeding attempt put them down with greater exasper- 
ation ‘ Thcie IS mure dramatic propnety in the conversations 
of our thiid-iate novelists/’ he said He felt contempt for the 
fine arts He ascribed this feeling to his analytical habit which 
rendered him prone to dwell “upon defects” and which di- 
mimshed his “appreciation for the beauties So is it also with 
my (lack of) appreciation for literature — more especially poctiy ” 
He seemed to have as much spirit as an adding machine 
“The ptissionless thin lips told of a total lack of sensuality, and 
the light eyes betrayed a lack of emotional depth,” observed one 
of his secretaries Once as a young man, Spencer tells us m his 
diary, he met a young lady of exceptional beauty in face and 
figure After the meeting his friends asked him what he thought 
of her “Any other young fellow,” he #rites, “would have 
launched out into unmeasured praise But my reply was, T do 
not like the shape of her head’ — referring, of course, to my 
phrenological diagnosis ” He was fond of making mental 
measurements of people’s skulls when he was introduced to 
them and of using these measurements as a basis for his judg- 
ment of their character As a young man he had been \ery 
friendly with Manan Evans Spencer and Miss E\ans were seen 
constantly together People waxed romintic about them They 
even ex,)ected an engagement But the only thing that e\er 
came of iheir “romance” was the following obser\ation about 
Manan Evan;> in Spencer’s autobiography “Usually heads 
have, here and there, either flat places or shght hollows, but 
her head was everywhere convex ” 
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He was continually correcting himself in his speech, to attain 
more accuracy even in his most casual observations And his 
speech, like his mind, was utterly devoid of aestheticism When 
he took his first tnp to Amenca all thai he could say about the 
majesty of a ship sailing over the Atlantic was this entry in his 
diary “Terrific disturbance from fog whistle Getting boied ” 
He couldn’t look at a sunset without thinking of the speed of the 
eaith s progress through space Asked upon his return to Eng- 
land fiom his American visit to tell what he thought of the 
people in the New World, he replied that they had left no im- 
pression upon him “I am a bad observer of humanity in the 
concrete, bung too much gi\en to wandering into the abstract ” 
His diary contains constant references to the size and the popu- 
lation of the American cities and to the latest improvements in 
their hotels He turns every casual observation into a subject for 
a scientific essay Referring, for example, to the American habit 
of drinking ice water in restaurants, he remarks “There can 
be no doubt that the habit is an injurious one The cold 
liquid may, by reaction, stimulate the gastric circulation, but 
by perpetually exciting the blood \ esscls it inevitably produces 
an abnormal state, resulting m a chronically deficient 
circulation ” 

When he reached Niagara Falls — that honcvmooners’ para- 
dise — he felt himself inspired to the following descnption of its 
grandeur 

“The fall is i6o feet high, and it is calculated that it delivers 
100,000,000 tons of water per hour, or more than 27,000 tons 
per second This mass of water, as it curls over, is probably 
some 20 feet thick At the bottom it is subject to a lateral 
pressure of, say, fifteen pounds to the square inch hence the 
rocks on which it falls have to bear the brunt of, say, 20,000 
tons per second, moving with a velocity of more than 100 feet 
per second ” And so on* 

He possessed, he said, but a single emotion — a pnde in his 
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unemoljonalism He boasted that until the age of thirty-six only 
one oath had passed his lips — on an occasion when he had 
caught his fishing hook in his arm 

“He would be a much b(ttcr fellow,” remarked his friend 
Tyndall, “if he had a good sweai now and then ” 

V 

One day while Spencer was traveling in a carnage he sat 
opposite a poor laborer who was busy with his lunch ‘ His mode 
of eating was so brutish as to attract my attention and fill me 
with disgust a disgust which verged into anger ” But after a 
time the laborer finished his meal and became quiescent “Then 
I was struck by the woebegone cxpiession of liis face Years of 
suffering weie registered on it And w^hile I gazed on the sad 
eyes and the deeply marked lines I began to realize the life of 
misery through which he had passed ” 

So wrote the old philosopher in his Autobiography At last he 
had recognized the truth about himself— the truth of the leally 
deep emotions that lay within him Spencei ’s friends had been 
wrong in estimating him Each one of us is a compound of two 
personalities — the outer and the inner man The outer man in 
Spencer was the crusty, levelheaded, Victorian scientist, the 
inner man was the compassionate, tenderheaitcd, imoaitial 
humanitarian If his life was not an epic poem, it was at least 
a thoughtful essay 

And a tragic essay For no man was ever less equipped physi- 
cally for the mental job at hand At thirty-fi\ e he had begun to 
experience peculiar sensations in the head and to suffer from 
chronic i <somnia These symptoms were the prelude to a 
general ner\ous breakdown from which he ne\er recovered A 
year later his condition had become so pathetic that his phy- 
sician advised him not to live alone but to take up his residence 
with other people who might be able to look after him It was 
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under such handicaps that he prepared the first draft of hia 
Synthetic Philosophy As soon as the outline was finished his friends 
got busy securing ad\^ancc subscriptions Spencer planned to 
issue the work in quarterly installments Six hundred people 
agreed to underwrite the enturc, and the philosopher seemed 
assured that he would draw a sufficient income to keep his mind 
at peace 

Eiit when the first issues appeared, with their strong anti- 
rcligious doctrines, many of the subscribers withdrew their sup- 
poit Time after time Spencer was compelled to dip into his 
small mheiitancc in order to keep on with his woik *^1 last his 
funds weic exhausted and he was brought to the \eigc of 
despair But somehow his fiiends managed to get enough sub- 
seriptions to keep him going 

And Spencer, his body racked with pain and his mind dis- 
tiaeted with woriy, kept tiavehng with his maniisciipts fiom 
one boaidinghouse to another, a restless nomad So weakened 
was he physically that he was able to dictate only a few hours 
at a time He lesoitcd to all sorts of metliods m order to ward 
off ccicbial congestion He wrote the opening chapteis of First 
P}inaphs in a rowboat at St Regent’s Park He would row for 
h\c minutes and then dictate for fifteen Thus he rche\ed the 
se\eic pam in Im head 

Undei these conditions his work advanced at a snail s ciawl 
And th^n, as if his othei difficulties were not enough, his jirmters 
suflered a financial collapse His fi lends offered him donations 
so that he might be able to continue, but he ‘obstinately refused 
to accept tlicm He issued an announcement that, owing to un- 
foreseen difficulties, he would be unable to finish his manuscript 
Whereupon several of the leading philosopheis and scientists — 
among them John Stuait Mill, his greatest professional rival — 
generously and anonymously invested seven thousand dollars 
m the further publication of his work His friends pretended 
that a new batch of subscriptions had come m 
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Sptncer continued doggedly He still took constant doses of 
morphia His walks were restricted to two or three hundred 
yards a da\ when he was at his best A dn\e of fifteen minutes 
in a carnage with india-rubber tires wms Ins only cm icise in the 
afternoon loward the end of Ins lik he was unable to dictate 
for more than ten minutes at a time And the sum total of his 
dictation period for the entire day was fifty minutes Foi the 
rest of the day mental as well as physical excitement was taboo 
Reading, even of the lightest kind, was injurious to his eyes 
So, too, was the use of his microscope Social intercourse was 
strictly prohibited during the last ten years of his life He was 
allowed to dine out only twice in that decade Public amuse- 
ments were rigorously excluded His waking hours had become 
a torture He did not permit himself to think of any serious 
subject after his morning’s dictation He lay on the sofa oi sat 
in the open air watching the drifting clouds and waiting for 
the night And when the night came it brought him anything 
but relief During a “good” night with a strong dose of opium 
he managed to get three or four hours of broken slumber And 
on all nights, good and bad ahke, there were long stretches of 
tossing and waiting for the dawn 

This was the state to which he had brought himself ''by forty 
years of brainwork — a brainwork winch would ha\c been by no 
means too much had I not at the outset overstrained myself” 
And It was under these^eircumstances that he wiote some of the 
most interesting sections of his monumental work Tht Prinaple:^ 
of Sociology^ which was the product of this period, is a compre- 
hensive plan for universal peace through the development of 
industry and international trade 

For ^he justice in men’s hearts grows out of the needs of 
society The social structuie of the human race is the highest 
expression of life “Hitherto,” writes Spencer, “history has been 
httle more than the Newgate (Prison) calendai of nations ” The 
record of man’s story on earth has been a catalogue of robbery 

[j?7o] 



SPENCER 

and murder But the law of social progress is inflexible. There 
has been throughout the ages an evolution from “the belief that 
individuals exist for the benefit of the state to the belief that the 
state exists for the benefit of the individuals ’’ There has been 
an evolution from a Society of the Status Quo to a Society of the 
Social Conti act 

Spencer was distrustful of the state It should “be hmited 
merely to preventing breaches of equal freedom among its 
members ’’ He had witnessed the rise of the military state in 
Prussia and he wanted none of it in his society The growth of 
state power, he said, means militarism and imperialism “Be- 
yond maintaining justice, the state cannot do anything else 
without transgressing justice” Such views were the liberal 
expressions of nineteenth-century free-trade economy The 
“anarchist” thinkers of that day refused to concede that the 
state can exist for good as well as for cmI In his declaration of 
individual independence as against state regulation Spencer 
reminds one of Thoreau The Englishman had such little faith 
in government institutions that he earned his manusenpts to 
the printer himself instead of trusting them to the post office* 

He was an uncompromising individualist It was impossible 
to argue with him on any subject at all As he grew older he 
dev eloped what may be termed as a hardening ol the intellectual 
arteries And this was due in no small degree to his shattered 
nerves One day he called on a scientist friend at the Athenaeum 
to obtain information on biological matters Spencer stated his 
own theories with regard to the case But as soon as his friend 
offered an objection Spencer hastily withdrew his ear pads from 
his pocket and fastened them over his ears “My medical ad- 
visers will not allow me to enter into discussions with anyone/’ 
he snapped And then he added by way of explanation, “It is 
on account of my physical collapse ” 

But a w^orse fate than mere physical collapse was in store for 
him He lived to see the decline of his fame 
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VI 

Hf h\d formul\tld his philosopln and achic\cd renown 
romparati\(l\ carl\ in life \nd then he spent lonp, dreary 
}eais dcfcndini^ Ihn doctrines against a tidal wa\t of ho‘^llle 
attack Ihe scKnlilic 'specialists exploded one mac ciiracx after 
another in his \olummouS woik, the icligious Icadcis assailed 
his irreligious attitude, the socialists took exception to his doc- 
trines on limiting the powder of the state, and the British im- 
perialists launched out against his antiwar stand Slowly his 
followers deserted him And he was left late in life, as he had 
been early in life, pathetically alone He was an old curiosity, 
the butt of the ) ounger generation — a man without a country, 
without a faith, without a God, an old and bewildered and 
friendless invalid Once he had made the \ain assertion, ‘T am 
never puzzled ” But with the sunset coming on he was forced 
to admit to himself that throughout his career he had merely 
formulated rathei than informed Life could not be conccned in 
physicochemical terms It piesented a riddle he had failed to 
grasp 

As he wrote the final pages of his Autobiogi aphy before his 

death, he asked himself “Had all my subsequent disappoint- 
ment and the prospect of shattered health been knov n to me 
when I embarked upon my career, would it have discouraged 
me from continuing^” And with a brave hand he answered, “I 
cannot say yes ” 
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Works by J^ietzsche 


Important 

The Birth of Tragedy 
Human All Too Human 
The Dawr of Day 
The Joyful Wisdom 
Thus Spake Z^rnthustra 
Beyond Good ajid Evil 
The Genealogy of Morals 


Schopenhauer as Educator 
Richard Wagner in Bayrexth 
The H ill to Pou er (unfimshed) 
The Twilight of the Idols 
Antichrist 

Ecce Homo (autobiography) 



Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche 

1844-1900 



He w\s named Friedrich Wilhelm, after the Prussian king 
Yet he looked upon himself not as a Piussian but as a Pole tor 
he was a descendant of the Nietsky family — a hardy race of 
aristocrats, fighters and “supermen’^ who had come to Ger- 
many from the kingdom of John Sobiesky A family of “Olym- 
pian demigods ” 

But Nietzsche himself was a puny branch of this mighty tree 
He had inherited a feeble constitution fiom his father — neuial- 
gia, weak eyes, dizzy headaches These dizzy spells had led 
to the death of his father One night, as Pastoi Nietzsche 
was walking up the steps to his house, he had suddenly 
staggered and fallen backwards, striking his head against the 
stones 

Pastor Nietzsche suffered a paralysis of the brain Within a 
year he passed on Little Friedrich, who had just turned se\en, 
followed the entire tragedy with a terrified fascination He 
looked on as they brought the stricken form of his father into 
the house and laid it on the bed He saw the slow suffciing 
through the months, the gradual disintegiation of the brain, 
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the death, the burial and the grave All this he observed and 
remembered 

At the death of their father Friodnc h and his little sister Eliza- 
beth wcic subjected to the somber influence ol foui women — 
their mother, their gniridmother and thtir two aunts Fricdiich 
gicw up with a “sissificd ’ psyCliolog) — all the inoie so because 
he wa-i unable to take pait in sports lliosc initatmg head- 
aches and those weak eyes^ They sapped him of his strength 
He was the laughingstock of his schoolmates, this squint-eyed 
“little minister” with the diminutive body and the enormous 
head Fit to associate only with his sister 

And indeed, outside of his sister's company Nietzsche was 
almost completely alone He was afraid of boys Didn’t know 
how to talk to them Couldn't use their slang or their “cuss’* 
words It was cither playing with his sister oi digging his tousled 
head into books 

He was always reading some book or other — “just like his 
father befoie him,” as his mother proudly remaikcd She wanted 
him to follow his father’s footsteps into the pulpit He was such 
an eloquent little fellow and so solemnly impressue with his 
owlish blue eyes and his bushy brown hair He would make 
religion an edifying experience for all the old ladies in his con- 
gregation His face was the \ery image of the eternal Weltschrnerz 
— the World’s Sorrow Why, the moment he was boin, the by- 
standers had remarked, his eyes seemed to be filled with the 
suffering of Christ He had a great destiny, insisted his mother 
Perhaps a p}ophef6 destiny 

She sent him to the Pforta Preparatory School Here be stud- 
ied poetry and science and Greek and Latin — everything, in 
fact, but life His eyes bothered him as u:>ual He went through 
hours of "orture after a session with his books He threw himself 
on his bed and lost his will to live He couldn’t bear to keep ms 
eyes open in a bright hght The sun turned him dizzy, made 
him feel like screaming with pain Only the night, with its 
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cool shadows, gave him relief And so he would look forward to 
the dark, the dormitory without lights, the silence of his bed. 
The night was his best friend— the mght and loneliness 
But he had discovered a hobby to comfort him m his lonely 
hours He had developed a passion for music Whenever he 
played or heard others pl.jy he lost himself in dreams Indeed, 
his dieam life had little by little become his real life He found 
in his fancies the energy that had been denied him in fact He 
reh\ed the adventuics, the ambitions and the battles of his 
fighting ancestors In his dreams he knew violence without 
pain 

But in his waking moments he knew pain without violence 
His sufienng had become chrome, exhausting, almost unen- 
durable He composed a piece of music and dedicated it to 
sorrow 

Yet he was young and he wanted to li\e He possessed the 
cuiiosity of youth to experience the world— the intellectual and, 
ao far as jiossible, even the physical curiosity He left the Pforta 
School and entered the Umvcisity of Bonn He began to drink, 
he told off-color jokes, he wrote obscene poetiy, occasionally he 
MSitcd the brothel He lead Byron’s Childc Harold, the battle 
ciy of selfish individualism, “the Bible of Youth ” He even 
fought a duel Would he become anothei Goethe, another 
Fausl^ Not he— with that sickly body of his His breath came 
short and sharp His pains increased His strength had given 
out After a few months he left his debauchery, renounced life, 
wandered into a corner and resumed his solitary scat on the side 
lines of the world And he despised himself ’ 

He transferred from Bonn to the University of Leipzig and 
plunged into the study of language He Vv^anted to devote his 
life to teaching rather than to preaching Foi he had begun 
to doubt the tenets of religion He had lost faith m a life of faith 
He wondered whether one could get along with a strong soul in 
a weak body Above everything else he craved for physical 
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strength, for the vigor of youth He resented the fact that he had 
been born an old man He wanted to take a plunge into the 
invigorating ocean of life and to feel the surf beat against his 
breast But his feet refused to move off the shore He must he 
on the beach and allow the sun to pump a little warmth into 
his sluggish blood Sexually he had little desire, and this ap- 
palled him Why were the fruits of life denied him^ Why was 
he compelled to renounce the pleasures of the senses^ He re- 
sented his religion because it encouraged this renunciation It 
was a perfect defense mechanism fe)r his weakness To be sure, 
the saints had preached that our passions were to he despised 
But wasn’t it possible, thought Niet/sche, that these saints had 
made a \irtue out eif ncccsMts^ Wliy should an\one be ashamed 
of his body when it is completeds healthy and coinplctcl) able 
to perform its functions^ Wasn’t it true, perhaps, that a few 
neurotics had first conceived the doctrine of original sin to 
justify their own neuroses and that all the subsequent genera- 
tions of normal men had been following these abnormal thinkers 
hke stupid sheep'^ Wasn’t our so-called morality a fraud^ 
Wasn’t the aim of life happiness^ Wasn’t the very act of luing 
meant to be an acceptance of hfe^ What part, then, did religion 
play in hfe^ As he puisued this idea further his blood ran cold 
For he found himself faced with the following deduction 
Religion, far from being an acceptance of life, is a denial of life 
What, then, insures hfe^ The will to hoe If Nietzsche could will 
strongly enough, he w^ould overcome his headaches, hi> dizzi- 
ness, his pain The will alone can make man fice 

Such were the thoughts that came out of the sick man’s 
chamber Many miles away similar thoughts were being born 
out of sickness In America there had arisen sects of people 
who bell' ved that man can overcome sickness through Jie will 
You merely have to will yourself into health These were 
the preponents of mental healing And at the other end of the 
world, m India, a group of mystics had transformed the human 
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will into an uncanny magic They stopped breathing and willed 
themselves into death They lay buned for many hours and 
then they willed themselves back into life They walked bare- 
foot over hot coals and willed away their pain This idea of the 
power of the mind over the ills of the body was not new The 
old Christian ascetics in tt e deserts had endured hunger, flagel- 
lations, almost superhuman torture, in their will to become one 
with God Had not Christ willed Himself to the cross for the 
salvation of man^ In Germany Arthur Schopenhauer had 
seized upon this doctrine of the power of the will and had pro- 
claimed It as the dominant principle of life Plants, animals and 
men — asserted Schopenhauer — ^increase their species merely 
through a blind and irrational will to live And being a pessi- 
mist who saw no good in life, he argued that if man turned this 
will to life into a will to death — that is, if he willfully stopped 
marrying and reproducing and breathing — there would be an 
end to all suffering in this world Man would then be enthroned 
as a victorious prince in the heavenly kingdom of nothingness 
Nietzsche accepted Schopenhauer’s idea of the will, but he 
transformed it from a negative into a positive philosophy Man 
must use his will not to die but to li\e It is cowardly to will 
death as a release from sulTcnng On the other hand, it is noble 
to will life in spite of suffering Such a positive assertion of the 
will raises us above ourselves Indeed, it transforms man into 
God 

II 

Nietzsche had now found a meaning in his own life He was 
to live the life triumphant Yet the spells of renunciation and 
terror still seized him at intervals He had not as yet become 
the God of his own religion When an epideimc of cholera bioke 
out at Leipzig he ran away and died a thousand deaths He 
was obsessed with the premonition of an untimely grave His 
father had passed on at an early age Died of softening of the 
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brain Nietzsche shuddered He was a miserable specimen, 
trying to will The Prussian go\crnmcnt drafted him for mili- 
tarv seiMce He begged for exemption on the ground tiiat he 
was the son of a widow and her sole means of support This did 
him no good, he was inducted into the (a\ali\ Vfier a few 
months of training he fell from his hoist and wuik lied a muscle 
in his bi east He buaihccl a sigh of lelief Again lu was able to 
avoid the danger of an acii\e life m tlie pa'^une slieltei of a 
disabled body He lay on his bed and rested from his injury 
and thought about the restlessness of the human will 

Discharged from the army, he returned to Ins academic life 
His brilliance as a linguist had reached the ears of the faculty 
at the University of Basle They offered him the chair of 
classical philology though he was scarcely twenty-five He ac- 
cepted the position and found contentment for a while in the 
quiet atmosphere of the unn^ersitv But then his perennial self- 
inquisition began once more to tiouble him What about that 
will power which he was so eager to asscit^ And where could 
he find a field in which to assert it^ Surely not in llie province 
of Latin prepositions and Greek veibs^ 

And so he began once more to fashion his adventurous dreams 
as he sat quietly in the classroom lecturing to his students But 
suddenly he awoke out of his academic dream life Titanic 
events were stirring in his country Germany and France had 
gone to war 

He saw a troop of Prussian cavalry marching to thz front 
At that moment, he tells us, his entire philosophy took shape 
“I felt for the first time that the strongest and highest Will to 
Life does not find expression in a miserable struggle for ex- 
istence but in a Will to War, a Will to Power, a Will to Over- 
power*’' 

But NieUsche was a poet as well as a philosopher Owing to 
his poor eyesight ne was excused from active service m the war 
His duties were confined to the nursing of the wounded soldiers. 
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His harsh philosophy of the will to overpower man was now 
transformed into the gentle poetry of the will to overpower 
misery For months he lived, hke Walt Whitman, among dying 
men He saw the blood, he smelt the perspiration, he sat in 
water-soaked cattle vans packed with soldiers who were suffenng 
from gangrene And his heart was filled with disgust — disgust 
and pity What was the meamng of all these scenes^ Where was 
the “eternal glory’* of existence as preached by the prophets 
and the parsons^ Was it not rather eternal suffering^ 

When the war was over and he had been through a siege of 
diphtheria he went to the mountains and in the cool clear air 
gave further thought to these problems He came to the con- 
clusion that somehow all this suffering of the world must be 
justified Man, in spite of everything, is an invincible optimist 
And wh>^ Because misery perchance is a worthy and even holy 
experience 

Yes, man through his own strength of will overcomes his baser 
inclination to renounce life, he rises to affirm it The greatest 
poets sing h^mns of joy to their existence 

So thought Nietzsche All about him there was tragedy And 
yet from tragedy we draw not spiritual suffering but spiritual 
rejoicing Who were the greatest writers of tragedy m history^ 
Why, the Greeks The recurrent theme of the tragedies of 
Sophocles and of Aeschylus is the punishment meted out to 
mortals by the immortal gods Man is the plaything of the gods 
He IS the victim of their cruel sport Yet the hero of the Greek 
tragedies, in spite of all his buffetmgs, refuses to bow Ins head 
In the face of the unhappy lot of mankind he wills with all 
his power to be man and to remain man He will not change 
places with the gods, not he* He will not surrender his mortal 
misery for the immortal bliss of the Olympians He is far too 
proud of his ability to defy the gods Prometheus steals the secret 
of fire from heaven and bnngs it down to his fellow men. This 
is the first attempt of the human will to assert itself. 
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For fire, observes Nietzsche, is the light of freedom The myth 
of Prometheus is a parable that symbolizes the birth of civiliza- 
tion When man ceased to look upon the forces of nature with 
superstitious awe and commenced to take his destiny out of the 
“lap” of the gods into his own mortal hands, when he started 
systematic all> to subdue the forces of Ins emiionmcnt to his own 
advantage instead of praying blindly for a miracle, when he 
asserted his own will to live instead of relying upon the will of 
the gods to let him hve, then began the greatest rebellion in the 
history of the world 

The pages of Greek tragedy and mythology aie filled with 
examples of the nobilitv of the human will Man suffers because 
he wills to be free He is struck down because he dares to pro- 
claim his rights against the interests of the gods who would keep 
him enslaved Such was the fate of Prometheus who was chained 
to a rock and tormented by the elements And such, too, was 
the fate of Adam and Eve who were driven from the Garden of 
Eden The Lord, observes Nietzsche, cannot tolerate the rebel 

Yet the greatest rebels have been the supreme liberators of 
men And Nietzsche prefers the pagan to the Christian attitude 
toward rebellion For while the Christians have renounced the 
transgression of Adam, the pagans \idcv(t justified the transgression 
of Prometheus The Christians are weak, the Greeks strong 
The Bible, maintains Nietzsche, is a document of enslavement, 
the Greek mythology, % hymn to independence Only by as- 
serting his will against the alien domination of heaven can man 
in his own right be free 

And only by suffenng the tragic consequences of such an as- 
sertion can man grow in the strength and worthiness of his 
freedom For tragedy forges the will into a mighty instrument 
of powci Stupid and shortsighted are those who desire any- 
thing but the test of tragedy and suffering and sorrow Away 
with the “appeasers” who would sell their humamty for a life 
of complacent, wiU-less resignation* 
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Sg reasoned Nietzsche^ the pagan son of the Christian 
priest 


III 


He grew a heavy drooping mustache to conceal the sensitive 
corners of his mouth For he wanted to present himself to the 
world with a sneer His eyes were sunken and half blind They 
sublimely disregarded persons and objects at close range and 
looked only into the vast spaces of the infinite He spoke gruffly 
to hide the real warmth of his voice He hid himself away from 
most people because he was afraid of them But one man fasci- 
nated him That man was Richard Wagner He too was a 
Prometheus who had dared to steal the fire of God and to trans- 
form It into the music of Man 

But with the exception of Wagner, Nietzsche had practically 
no other friends He lived alone with his strange philosophy 
about the splendor of darkness and the happiness of pain A 
doctor, alarmed at his frequent headaches, was tactless enough 
to warn him against a gradual paralysis of the brain Nietzsche 
was terrified He adopted a vegetarian diet in the hope of re- 
gaining his health He succeeded merely in losing his strength. 
He became convinced that he was dying of cancer He fled 
from one sanatorium to another and finally returned home in 
despair He had not been able to flee from himself And then, 
as he entered upon his thirty-fifth year, he prepared to die Had 
not his father died in his thirty-fifth ycar^ Had he not died of 
paralysis of the brain accompanied by frequent frightful head- 
aches^ Niet/sche recalled the tragedy with superstitious horror 
The tides of fate were regular in their ebb and flow They re- 
curred eternally They had swept his father away And they 
would sweep him away also He shivered He wrote grimly m his 
notes, “My hour may come upon me at any moment 

His thirty-fifth year passed, and still he lived During that 
ternble year he had suffered more than a hundred attacks of 
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pain He resigned his professorship and went to Manenbad for 
the climate But the southern sun sent the fever to his head. 
He could stand it no longer He shut himself up in an attic 
Still he did not die 

And with the coming of the next >car the pains in his head 
had stopped He was once more able to think of life He tramped 
through the mountains and looked long at the Mediterranean 
waters They were blue, defiantly blue And all around was the 
dignity of massive cliffs aspiring upwards And the heavens were 
silent They were empty, infinite heavens They were waiting 
for Man to ascend them, to take his place as Lord and Master 
over his nghtful domain There was nothing to bar his way but 
his own stupidity, his own fear In an evil moment Man had 
invented a myth called God And ever thereafter he had been 
chained to the story of his own creation There was only one 
real divinity — Man If only Man would have the courage to be 
himself and then — to surpass himself That was it — Man must 
stnve to become Superman* 

Nietzsche came down from the mountains and went to Rome 
Here his contemplative life was interrupted by a stormy inci- 
dent He was introduced to a young girl fiom Finland, Lou 
von Salome, and fell in love with her She was handsome, 
ardent, desirable She seemed an ideal companion Nietzsche 
asked for her hand But the young lady refused She respected 
him for his mind, but sj^e was afraid of being cut by its keen 
edge Moreover, he was practically an invalid — no fit mate for 
a healthy-bodied woman of the North 

Nietzsche was undaunted He had completely misunderstood 
her refusal He believed that she had objected to the marriage 
because it would interfere with her plans for a career. But 
surely, he pleaded, she would not refuse an offer of free love 
After all, was she not a disciple of his^ And had not their mutual 
fnend, Richard Wagner, entered into a free-love arrangement 
with Cosinia^ 

lb 





NIETZSCHE 

But again she rebuffed him Hurt and humiliated, Nietzsche 
returned to his books And then the news reached him that the 
young lady had accepted a similar proposal from another man 
— not a philosopher 

For once in his life Nietzsche turned cynical (Cynicism, some- 
one has observed, is the weapon of the wounded ) ‘ 'After all,” 
he said, "I didn’t create either the world or Lou \on Salome. 
If I had done so, both would ha\e been more perfect ” 

His unfortunate love affair directed him into anothc r channel 
of speculation — the question of morality, of good and evil All 
our ideas about good and evil, he concluded, come not from 
God, for there is no God, nor from a higher moral law, since 
there is no such higher law These ideas have developed through 
the evolution of the human mind The term “good” was origi- 
nally not an ethical qualification but a social and political dis- 
tinction The “good” men were the ruling classes They were 
the warriors, the aristocrats in every society Good meant brave^ 
athletic^ strong The prestige of the aristocracy was founded on 
its strength The strong men imposed their own values upon 
society and drew up their own moral code which happened to 
fit their own charactenstics The “bad” men in this society 
were the people who occupied the inferior positions owing to 
their physical inferiority A good man was a fighter and a mas- 
ter, a bad man was an underling and a slave 

But as time went on, argued Nietzsche, a very unfortunate 
development took place in the history of morality The con- 
cepts “good” and “bad” slowly lost their original meamng 
For a new class of men had slowly risen to the top The leaders 
of this class were not the fighters, or the “strong” men, they 
were the priests, or the “weak” men These men relied upon 
their mental rather than upon their physical vigor In their 
struggle against their former warnor masters they imposed a 
new code of conduct upon the society they wished to dominate. 
Lacking the powers of the body, they invented the so-called 
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virtues of the “soul ” They created a system of ethics to cover 
their own infirmities Unable to conquer by the sword, they 
ruled by “piety and prayer ” They proclaimed the “rights” of 
the underdog, the dignity of the timid and the glory of the weak 
— all this, to shackle the natural instincts of the strong and to 
perpetuate their own impotent rule And they founded a re- 
ligious pro])aganda that exalted then own impoteniv “The 
wretched,” they said, “are alone the good, the poor, the weak, 
the lowly are alone the good, the suffenng, the needy, the sick, 
the loathsome are alone the pious and the blessed, for them 
alone is salvation But you, on the other hand, you aristocrats, 
you men of power, you are to all eternity the evil, the horrible, 
the covetous, the insatiate, the godless, eternally also shall you 
be the unblessed, the cursed, the damned^” 

In such a way “did the fox replace the eagle ” In such a 
manner was the code of morality “subverted ” It was an act of 
clever revenge on the part of the cowardly against the cou- 
rageous The masters were banished from the kingdom of 
heaven The morality of the vulgar man had triumphed And 
what IS the emergence of this slave morality called^ The rise of 
Christianity “It is the most pious fraud in history,” alleges 
Nietzsche Strength is made a devil, weakness a god The old 
doctrine of virility is transformed into the new doctrine of de- 
bility “Christianity is the subterfuge of the slave ” 

Such IS the teaching of Nietzsche, the suffering philosopher 
All the talk about “good and bad conscience” that has crept 
into “civilized” society is sheer balderdash Actually no one 
who IS strong and free feels a sense of shame for any of his deeds 
Do the great birds of prey feel ashamed because they seize upon 
the helpless sheep^ Should we demand of strength not to express 
Itself as strength^ The strong has no more the option of being 
weak than the weak has the option of being strong 
In the happy days, said Nietzsche, when the “blond beast” 
that hes at the core of all aristocrats had not as yet been chloro- 

1286-1 



NIETZSCHE 

formed by “civilization/* the strong had exercised their rightful 
power over the weak. The wamors had roamed at will, ventmg 
their natural instincts upon their helpless fellows They had felt 
no compunction over their cruelty They had ruled by terror. 
They had inflicted punishment without regard for any so-called 
“higher law ” But as man lost his nomadic habits and settled 
down in villages, as he formed communities for self-protection, 
as he developed a social consciousness and a feeling of inter- 
dependence, he found himself in a peculiar phght Adapted 
though he was by nature to the savage life of war and prowling, 
his instincts were suddenly “switched off’’ and rendered worth- 
less “I do not believe there was ever in the world such a feehng 
of misery, such a leaden discomfort Man’s ancient instincts had 
not ceased their demands Only now it was difficult and rarely 
possible to gratify them He was compelled to satisfy himself 
by new and, as it were, hole-in-the-corner methods All instincts 
which do not find an outlet turn inwards ” Hatred, cruelty, the 
delight in persecution — all these emotions had now become in- 
struments which man, that creature of perversion, had turned 
upon himself And this, asserts Nietzsche, is the ongin of what we 
call a “bad conscience ” Imprisoned as he had now become in 
the oppressive narrowness and monotony of custom, and im- 
patient at this monotonous restrzunt, man “lacerated, perse- 
cuted, gnawed, frightened and ill-treated himself He beat 
himself against the bars of his cage He created out of his 
own self a torture chamber from which the world has not 
as yet recovered ” What a spectacle, man suffenng from the 
disease called man^ A will for self-torture, an ingrowing cruelty! 
After the natural outlet for the will to hurt others had become 
blocked up he resorted to hurting himself He turned martyr 
He used as a supreme instrument of torture the conception that 
he “owed” something to a higher deity He placed himself 
between the borns of the dilemma — God and devil He invented 
a heaven and a hell And finally this tormented creature found 
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“his supreme expression of self-abasement in that^mad stroke of 
gemus called Christiamty ” What a paradox — “God personally 
destroying himself for the debt of man, God paying himself per- 
sonally out of a pound of his own flesh — the creditor playing the 
scapegoat out of a sense of love (would you believe it^), out of a 
sense of lo\e toward his debtor*’^ 

Too long has the world been a madhouse, said Fnednch 
Nietzsche 


IV 

These doctrines of Nietzsche came like a staggering blow to 
the few fnends that he had They looked with horror at the 
shy, drooping little man who had poured such \olcanic fire 
from his lips From that day on they left him severely alone 
He had committed the unpardonable sm, not of being antisocial 
in practice — that could be tolerated — but of being antisocial in 
theory Too tender in his actual life to tread upon an insect, he 
was ready to annihilate hea\en itself— in his books Everybody 
was frightened at this dual personality Wagner went so far as 
to call lum insane Nietzsc he repaid the compliment The two 
men had been taking one of their walks Wagner had talked 
about his new religious opera, Parsifal^ and he had remarked 
that he was becoming interested in the church services, that his 
formerly “atheistic” thoughts were now tending more and more 
toward God and Christianity Nietzsche looked at him without 
a word and never visited Turn again 
The trouble with the world, thought Nietzsche, was that it 
contained too many Christians and not enough savages And 
since nobody agreed with him in this thought he was “content 
to dwell in majestic solitude like that other great loneh'^ hero, 
Achilles ” From time to time he went into the mountains He 
fancied himself as an ancient Nordic god destined to live among 
the thunderclouds and to overwhelm the world with the hght* 
ning flashes of his philosophy 
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But he was god His health was as bad as ever Many 

a night he took an overdose of chloral in the hope that he would 
not awake again But when morning arrived he was still alive — 
a fatality doomed to self-torture, the very exemplification of the 
masochist he so lustily despised in his writings And as he looked 
down upon the earth from the Alpine heights he made a vow. 
“Ye lonely ones of toda^, ye who stand apart, ye shall one day 
be a people, from you who have chosen yourselves a chosen 
people shall aiisc, and from it, the superman Slowly the 
vision arose m mighty dimensions before his weak and dazzled 
eyes The superman* Yes, he was the prophet of a new religion 
He had chosen himself to “sing a new song ” 

V 

Nietzsche sang this song through the lips of the Persian 
prophet, Zarathustra — a prose poem of inspiration, splendor 
and confusion It was a stately and terrible testament of 
hate 

Behold, Zarathustra descends from the mountains and ad- 
\ anccs to the gates of the city He comes with a mighty and 
poitcntous message on his lips In the forest he has met a hermit 
mumbling his piayeis He has seen the priests offeimg their 
sacrifices And now as he enters the city he sees the businessfolk 
and the mothers and the sons bending their knee and soliciting 
the protection of the Lord “Gan it be possible that they have 
not as yet heard of it, that God is dead^” He, the prophet 
Zarathustra, has buried the ancient myth The New Era has 
dawned “Dead are all the gods now do we desire the Super- 
man to live ” All created things ha\e hitherto surpassed them- 
selves The tide of life rises ever higher and higher Are you, 
then, content to be the ebb of that great tide^ Would you rather 
go back to the beast than go forward to surpass man^ For man 
IS to be surpassed ‘T say unto you, what is the ape to man'* 
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A laughingstock, a thing of shame And so too shall man be to 
Superman a laughingstock, a thing of shame ” 

Only take heart, my fellow men Cast off the rusty virtues 
that have enchained the human lace. Say “Ego” over and over 
again And bt proud of il* I command you not only to say 
‘ Ego” but to do “Ego ’ 1 or behind your thoughts and your 
feelings, m\ lirothers, the re is an almighty god — and his name 
IS Self He dwells wiihin \our body He is your body He cries 
unto you continually, ‘ Seek for pleasure*” He cries unto you 
continually, “Since humanity came into being, man has en- 
joyed himself too little, this alone, my brethren, is our original 
sm ” I say unto you, “Too modest even is the thief m the 
presence of sleep he always stealeth softly through the night 
Immodest, however, is the night watchman, immodestly he 
cameth his horn ” I say unto you, “Blood is the spirit of man. 
Of all that is written, I lov^e only what a man hath written with 
his blood ” I say unto you, “Be not ashamed of the hatred and 
the envy within your hearts It is glorious to hate and to be 
envious ” You ask me, “Is it the good cause which halloweth 
even war^” and I answer unto you, “It is the good war which 
halloweth every cause ” 

Remember, my brothers, men are not equal So speaiketh 
eternal justice Be strong Be unafraid I command you to laugh 
at what little men call sin You who proclaim the Ego as some- 
thing holy and divine sjjall openly avow that selfishness, volup- 
tuousness and passion for power are the true virtues of manhood 

Lo, I walk among men as the fragments of the future I see 
beyond the great noontide of our life I hear the voice of a new 
and greater and more individualistic race of men — the voice of 
their will to powerf 

Thus spake Zarathustra Nietzsche offered this book to the 
world, and the world refused it He printed forty copies at his 
own expense and was compelled to give them away He had 
burled a thunderbolt across the landscape of humanity, and he 
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himself recoiled at the force The old headaches gripped him* 
Pam blmded the eyes that had dared to look too far. 

VI 

“There is no one among the living or the dead with whom I 
feel the slightest affinity,” he often told himself And this be- 
came hterally so when his only sister, a woman who had nursed 
him and comforted him throughout his life, left to get marned 
Her husband was anti-Semitic, and Nietzsche, the philosopher 
with the malevolent pen and the gentle heart, would have noth- 
ing to do with him For Nietzsche’s hates were never personal. 
He felt bitter neither against Jew nor Gentile He was at war 
not with persons but with an impersonal force He had entered 
upon a crusade, he said, against civilization itself, and he was 
determined to overthrow it single-handed 
And so he traveled from Switzerland to Venice, from Genoa 
to Nice, from Turin to Manenbad, always restless, always seek- 
ing peace through war His eyesight had become so impaired 
that he could write nothing but short aphorisms But this, he 
thought, was a divine omen Had not the ancient oracles spoken 
their wisdom bnefly^ It was well that he was finished with 
writing books After all, his works were not philosophy, they 
were revelation Was he not the prophet of a new religion, the 
religion of the Antichrist^ He had set in motion, he declared, 
the greatest revolution in history Someday after his death 
history would no longer be divided into B c and a d — the era 
before Christ and the era after Christ, men would speak of B N, 
and AN — the dark centuries before Nietzsche and the en- 
lightened centuries after Nietzsche Jesus would be entirely for- 
gotten now that the German philosopher had supplanted him 
The blond beast would rise again in the future as he had risen 
in the past All things return in precisely the same manner in 
the tides of time Eternal recurrence Let the nations of the 
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world beware* Let the democracies of Europe tremble* “Within 
fifty years these Babel governments will clash in a gigantic war 
for the markets of the world ” Then the world shall see a 
more terrible, more systematic flaring up of the old conflagra- 
tion “The beasts of prey, the race of conquerors and masters, 
shall nse again from the ashes of men — they shall rise in a 
mightier, more deadly form ” “Those who cannot bear my 
philosophy are doomed, and those who regard it as the greatest 
blessing are destined to be the masters of the world 
And he, Fnednch Nietzsche the satyr, would he not be wor- 
shiped as a samt^ 

VII 

As NIETZSCHE approached the high noon of his life he longed 
for the evening The sun within him, that blazing eye of his 
analytical reason, was burning itself out in an excess of its own 
brilliance “I am not a man,’’ he whispered, “I am dynamite ” 
Slowly his mind gave way The light was yielding to the shad- 
ows On January 3, 1889, at the age of forty-five, he suffered a 
mental stroke He sat at the piano and plowed through the key- 
board in a mad ecstasy of music His cheeks were flushed 
“’Tis night, now do all the gushing fountains speak louder 
’Tis night, now only do all the songs of the lovers awake ” 
His senses for the first time were atingle “I am Dionysus,” 
he shouted, “I am the Ged of Joy*” At last he had reached the 
supreme moment of physical affirmation — now that his mind 
was dead 

It was the only possible ending to this great Greek tragedy 
The man had dared to rise up against the gods, and for his 
wlllfulnes^ the gods had struck him mad For ten years he Im* 
gered in an asylum before his body joined his mind in death 
Among his papers they found a note in his handwriting It was 
signed— “The Crucified ” 
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William James 

1842-1910 



Uis GRANDFATHER, an Insh immigrant, was a practical man 
of the world His father, an intimate of Emerson, was a free- 
thinking mystic Take the practicality of the grandfather and 
the mysticism of the father, add to them a pinch of Insh humor 
and a generous dose of American forthrightness, and you have 
the combination that was the personality of William James 
He was born (January 9, 1842) at the Astor House in New 
York City, and he lived in or near big cities for the greater part 
of his life His attitude toward the world, therefore, was colored 
by his conception of the earth as a “parcel of nature crowded 
with company ” 

He loved company from his earliest childhood And in spite 
of the easy circumstances of his family he was not snobbish in 
his attitude toward his compamons To a youngster who boasted 
about the exclusiveness of his playmates he declared, “/ play 
with boys who curse and swear*” 

He was an active youngster — in sharp contrast with his 
brother Henry, who was a quiet and contemplative little fellow. 
Since both of them showed an early aptitude for literature the 
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fnends of the family predicted that William would take up 
fiction 2LS his field and that Henry would choose philosophy It 
turned out just the other way around To some extent, however, 
the prophets were correct William James dc\ eloped into a 
philosopher who wrote like a no\clist, and Henrv James de\ el- 
oped into a no\elist who wiote like a pliilosopher 
As to then early pieparation for then icspecti\e careers, both 
William and Hcnr) regarded it as a waste of time In their 
effort to pro\ ide tlieir childu ri with the be st ediu alion a\ ailablc 
their parents took them to Europe and enrolled them in one 
school after another — in London, Pans, Boulogne-sur-Mer, 
Geneva, Bonn Always they sought for “the one perfect channel 
of truth” in which to bathe the precocious minds of the two 
youngsters The result cf this eclectic education was that the 
boys learned “a little of everything and not much of anything ” 
They did, however, acquire a facility in language which en- 
abled them to devour all sorts of books on every conceivable 
subject Thus their minds were trained to resemble long-distance 
swimmers rather than skillful divers They were able to co\er 
wide horizons of experience though they were incapable of 
plunging into the depths of the woild’s mysteries 
The mind of William James especially was ever restless, ever 
eager for adventure, ever curious for the new landscape before 
it had become thoroughly familiar with the old His interests 
were so manifold that heibund it difficult to make a fma^ choice 
among them And so he sampled every intellectual and artistic 
dish that was offered to his healthy appetite, dabbling m bi- 
ology, anatomy, philosophy, chemistry, physics, natural history 
and even painting And in spite of his intellectual pursuits — or 
rather because of his intellectual* curiosity — he managed al- 
ways to find plenty of time for his social activities In i860 he 
joined the Swiss students’ club, Societe de Zoffinguc, where he 
showed an active interest in its debates and a somewhat more 
passive though no less fesemated interest m its debauchenes, 

1^96] 



WILLIAM JAMES 

In the social parlance of the day, William James was *‘a hail- 
fellow-well-met” young specimen of the dynamic nineteenth 
century 

His dynamic versatility, however, must somehow be co- 
ordinated into a unified profession It wasn’t in his nature to 
dnft aimlessly through life He must now choose definitely be- 
tween art and science He chose science, entering the Lawrence 
Scientific School (Haivard University) in i86i 

But he had given up his brush only to become a painter with 
the pen For few writers in the history of philosophy have been 
blessed with a more colorful style 

II 

Though he had decided upon a scientific career, William James 
was still uncertain as to the particular branch of science that he 
wanted to adopt as his life’s work For a time he thought of 
chemistry But then his interest shifted to medicine He entered 
the Harvard Medical School, took his degree and then quit 
medicine tor natural history He joined the Brazilian expedition 
of Professor Louis Agassiz, a man whom he admiied more than 
any other of his teachers ‘‘Since Benjamin Franklin,” he wrote 
many years later, “we had never had among us a person of more 
popularly impressive type ” 

Together with Agassiz he studied the fishes of the Amazon. 
And under the influence of Agassiz he learned to regard the 
objects of natural history as the “translation into human 
language of the thoughts of the Creator ” The philosophic 
scientist of Harvard had transformed the young naturalist into 
a scientific philosopher 

When he returned to the United States William James had a 
pretty clear idea as to the future course of his life He would 
write and, if possible, teach philosophy He attended a philo- 
sophical lecture bv Charles S Peirce, a man who was trying to 
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introduce a new system of thought called pra^matim ‘T couldn’t 
understand a word of the lecture,” said James, “but I felt that 
it had a defimte message for me ” He was to spend the rest of 
his life m the effort to understand and to interpret this “defimte 
message” of pragmatism 

Before he entered upon this work, however, he underwent a 
physical breakdown and a siege of mental depression For a 
time he thought of committing suicide “No man,” he said in 
later life, “is psychologically complete unless he has at least 
once in his life meditated on self-destruction ” He took a trip to 
Europe for his physical and his mental health and within a 
few months was so completely recovered that he was able to 
“flirt in Bohemian” with his landlady’s daughter He had 
brought along with him his American democracy — or was it his 
Irish sense of humor^ — ^for he accepted a “social” invitation to 
dine with an innkeeper’s family The talk, he said, was salty 
enough, but the soup tasted like the “perspiration of pigs ” 

On his return to America he was appointed instructor of 
physiology at Harvard College From physiology he moved to 
psychology and from psychology to philosophy These successive 
steps from one academic department to another were quite in 
keeping with the steps of his own mental dc\elopment For his 
mtellectual progress was not “from the sky down, but from the 
ground up ” Like Socrates, he was more interested in the prob- 
lems of men than he was^itn the Providence of God Not that he 
was skeptical about God On the contrary, he found himself 
“less and less able,” as he wrote to his friend Thomas Davidson, 
“to get along without Him ” His mam preoccupation, however, 
was with the Here rather than with the Hereafter His phi- 
losophy grew out of his own needs He had suffered a senous 
illness and he had “pulled himself back” into health Man’s 
salvation depended upon his own will In the course of his read- 
ing dunng his sickness he had come upon the Essats of Renou- 
vier, aijd he had been struck with the French thinker’s definition 
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of Free Will — ‘*the sustaining of a thought because one actively 
chooses to sustain it when he might haye other thoughts ” 
William James had chosen to sustain the thought of becoming 
well He had willed himself out of sickness ‘Trom now on I will 
abstain from speculation and depend upon action ’’ For action 
is the human will transformed into life 

This was but a continuation of Emerson’s philosophy of 
optimism But James added something to It Or rather he modi- 
fied It He transformed the somewhat impractical idea of 
optimism, the theory that all’s well with the world, into the 
more practical idea of meliorism^ the theory that all’s not well 
with the world but that we can make things better if ue will 
It was an excellent philosophy for America at that period 
(1872), for the country had just entered upon its Golden Era 
of Expansion It was the industrial age of Rockefeller, Carnegie, 
Gould, Harnman, Drew, Cook and J P Morgan William 
James was one of those fortunate children of destiny — the right 
man born into the right time He came as the prophet of the 
Free Will to a free nation 

Thus far, however, his philosophy was still m its seedling 
stage He had no opportunity to develop it further at this time 
because he was asked to write a textbook on psychology for 
Henry Holt’s American Science Senes He expected to produce 
the book within two years It was twelve years before the 
manuscript was finished 

In the meantime he met, wooed and married Miss Alice 
Gibbens Legend has it that his father, Henry James the elder, 
had first seen her at the Radical Club in Boston and had ex- 
claimed upon his return home, “William, I have just met the 
woman you’re going to marry*” Whereupon the young phi- 
losopher, resenting his father’s interference in his private 
affairs, rephed, “1 shall refuse to see that woman ” “I don’t 
care whether or not you see her,” retorted his father “All I 
want you to do is to marry her ” 
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In spite of his rebellious rejoinder to his father’s suggestion 
James did manage to see Miss Gibbcns And he fell a willing 
prey to “the great dark luminous eyes, soft brown hair, wild- 
rose complexion and especially the smile which lit up her 
face and seemed to light up the world ” 

His marriage woiked a miracle in his health — and in his 
habits “She saved me from my Z^rnssenkeit (torn-to-pieces-ness) 
and gave me back to myself all m one piece ” He had now found 
his mate and his mdtier He settled down in Cambridge and de- 
voted himself for the rest of his life to the cultivation of his 
philosophy 

III 

His first book, The Principles of Psychology^ marks the formal 
transition from William James the scientist to William James the 
philosopher For this book is more \aluablc as a masterpiece of 
literary abstractions than as a repository of concrete facts 
James cared very little foi the objective phenomena of the mind, 
but he caied very much for the subjectuc personrility to whom 
the mind belonged His psychology, therefore, is a study of 
persons and not of data Human thought, to William James, 
was not a mechanically connected series of separate ideas — 
a doctrine of the European psychologists — ^but a continuously 
flowing stream of consciousness analogous to the blood stream 
that flows continuously thrpugh the body 
Furthermore, said James, the study of human consciousness 
must be subordinated to the study of human conduct Psychol- 
ogy is a preface to Morality “The physiological study of mental 
conditions is the most powerful ally of hortatory ethics ” 
The mind, in brief, is not a material but a spiritual instru- 
ment It IS not a recorder but a prompter of our ideas It is our 
teacher and guide toward a freer, juster and better world 
And this bnngs James back to his philosophy of betterment or 
mehonsm Let us at the outset, he said, admit the fact that the 
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world IS full of evil But precisely because of this fact we find 
Dur life worth while For the presence of evil has given us our 
most precious possession — hope Hope is that moral activity 
which prompts us to challenge and to conquer evil It gives us 
the courage “to take hfe strivmgly Th(? philosophers who de- 
clare that the world is gi owing better regardless of our will are 
equally wrong with those who maintain that the world will 
remain bad in spitt of our will We alone can improve the world, 
and we can do it because of our will 

For this world is not a finished unit but “an aggregation of 
separate and rontiadictory elements ’’ And here we come to the 
second point in James’s philosophy — his pluralism The world is 
not a uni-verse but a multi-verse — a conflict of currents, some good, 
some evil We must all of us try to conquer the evil and to estab- 
lish the good Is success certain^ No Is it possible^ Decidedly 
yes But if success is only possible at best, what is the good of 
stining^ To this question James gives an answer which is not 
unlike that of the ancient Stoics The meie chance of succeed- 
ing ennobles the struggle and makes it worth while “Suppose,” 
writes James, “that the world’s author put the case to you be- 
fore creation, saying T am going to make a world not certain 
to be saved, a woild the perfection of which shall be conditioned 
merely, the condition being that each several agent does its 
own level best I offer you the chance of taking part in such a 
world Its safety, you see, is unwarranted It is a real adventure, 
with real danger, yet it may win through Will you join the 
procession*^ Will you trust yourself and trust the other agents 
enough to face the risk^’ 

“Should you in all seriousness feel bound to reject the 
offer 2is not safe enough^ If you are normally constituted, 
you would do nothing of the sort There is a healthy-minded 
buoyancy in most of us which such a universe would exactly 
fit . .It would be ju^t like the world we practically live in, 
and loyalty to our old nurse Nature would forbid us to say no.*^ 
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This IS the old Stpic doctnne plus the modern American 
spiiit It IS joy to fight the good fight e\cn though the outcome 
may be in doubt And afur all, though the issue ma> be un- 
certain for the indi\idual, it is prettv certain to be \ictorious 
for the lace For we ha\e an cflicicnt ally on oiii side — God In 
the pluralistic philosophy of James, God is not supreme He is 
merely one among many divine forces, “one helper m the 
midst of all the shapers of the great world’s fate ” But he is 
^^pnmus inter pares^'" first among equals He is our teacher, 
our leader, our friend in the glorious struggle for a better 
world 

Let us then, with God’s help, struggle gallantly on Let us 
shape the world to our needs Let us, in other words, live a 
pr actual life And this is the third and cardinal point in James’s 
philosophy — his pragmatism The world we live in is not a 
theory but a fact Indeed, it is a conglomeration of many facts 
There is no such thing as the truth What we call a truth is merely 
a working hypothesis, a temporary tool that enables us to trans- 
form a bit of chaos into a bit of order What was true yesterday 
— that is, what was helpful yesterday — may not be true today 
Old truths, like old weapons, tend to grow rusty and to become 
useless 

It IS therefore impractical to try to reduce the universe to 
an “absolutely single fact ” Truth is relative Everything de- 
pends upon our individual point of view, and none of us has 
the nght to say that his ^oint of view is the only correct one 
“Neither the whole of truth nor the whole of good is revealed 
to any single observer, although each observer gams a partial 
superionty of insight from the peculiar position in which he 
stands ” And that superiority of insight wluch every individual 
has gamed for himself is his own best tool m the struggle for the 
betterment c»f the world Each man’s faith, each man’s church, 
each man’s God is for him true if it enables him to cope with 
his legitimate daily problems 
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That alone, therefore, is true which is expedient in practice 
An idea is good only if it has a ‘‘cash value Let us not, how- 
ever, confuse the “cash value” pragmatism of William James 
with the crass matenalism of our modem business life The 
coinage of James’s philosophical capital was not financial but 
moral He looked down upon the mad scramble of his con- 
temporanes for the accumulation of mere wealth He scolded 
his fellow Americans for their worship of “that bitch goddess, 
success ” His pragmatism was an ethical and therefore a prac- 
tical urge to co-operation among the free members of a demo- 
cratic society The meaning of life, he believed, hes not in an 
isolated struggle as between man and man but in a united 
struggle of mankind against the forces of evil 

Pragmatism, said James, has no use for abstractions It deals 
only with “concrete realities ” It is not, strictly speaking, a 
system of philosophy It is rather a “method for getting at the 
practical consequences” of all the philosophical systems To 
quote the Italian philosopher Papini, James’s pragmatism is 
“a collection of attitudes, and its chief characteristic is its armed 
neutrality in the midst of doctrines It is like a corndor in a 
hotel, from which a hundred doors open into a hundred cham- 
bers In one you may see a man on his knees praying to regain 
his faith, m another, a desk at which sits someone eager to 
destroy all metaphysics, in a third, a laboratory with an in- 
vestigator looking for new footholds by which to advance to- 
ward wider honzons But the corndor belongs to all ” 

IV 

The corridor belongs to all This is the very heart of James’s 
philosophy It was not his purpose to set himself up as the 
founder of a new school but as a guide for the practical interpre- 
tation of the old schools He didn’t want to be a master, and 
he asked for no disciples Again and again he quoted to his 
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students the passage from Ezekiel “Son of Man, stand upon 
thy feet and I will speak to thee ’’ Let each man li\e upon his 
owm spiritual capital Let each one abide b\ his own truth All 
that James was intt rested in doing was to stimulate man's 
mind, to rthase man's will and to cncoiiiage man’s action 
Above all, he waiit<d to widen man’s interests P'or he himself 
was a man of wide interests His own slicam of consciousness 
embraced a large part of the general stream of life He raised 
his voice against the unjust oppression of Dreyfus, he advocated 
a more equitable distribution of wealth, he threw himself 
actively into every sort of movement for human welfare, and 
he was foremost m urging a moral equivalent for war — that is, 
a concerted effort to abolish disease, to drain marshes, to irngate 
canals and to reclaim wastelands instead of an organized fight 
to kill men In short, he wanted to open to others, as he had 
opened to lumself, “the entire umverse as an adventure ” And 
he made the universe a familiar landscape, illuminating it to 
his students with the sudden flash of understanding, the happ^ 
phrase, the Socratic jest “This universe,” he said m one of his 
lectures, “will never be completely good as long as one being 
is unhappy, as long as one poor cockroach suffers the pangs of 
unrequited love ” 

He always tried to make his ideas picturesque, concrete, 
alive He classified them in such a manner that his hearers 
might tuck them away jn their minds like the neatly folded 
articles of clothing in a wardrobe, to be taken out for use at a 
moment’s notice without any confusion or fumbling For ex- 
ample, in describing the attitude of various types of people 
toward the world he divided them into the tough-minded and the 
tender^mtnded The tough-minded, he said, are the hardheaded 
busmessn-en, the builders, the political leaders, the realists, the 
men who act The tender-minded, on the other hand, are the 
softhearted visionaries, the dreamers, the poets, the artists, the 
idealists, the men who think James himself was an example of 
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neither one of these extreme types Instead he was an admirable 
synthesis of the two He was l^althy-minded 
He had a healthy mind but fot in a healthy body Through- 
out his adult life he suffered from a weak heart Dunng one of 
his summer vacations he lost his way in the Adirondacks He 
overexerted himself m his effort to find the road, and when he 
finally arrived home he collapsed 
Although he recovered from this illness, he was never himself 
again In 1907 he resigned from the Harvard faculty owing to 
his poor health He lived just long enough to make a lour of 
Europe He meant this to be a quiet and undisturbed health 
trip, but It turned out to be an exciting procession of triumph 
Everywhere they followed the “great Professor WeclyamYams’’ 
with acclamation, and everywhere they insisted upon Ins public 
appearance 

The ordeal pio\ed too much for his weakened heart When 
he boarded the boat to return to America (in the summer of 
1910) everybody knew that his days were numbered 
As he neared the end of his journey he sank back into his 
steamer chair and whispered, “It is so good to get home*” 
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ImpoTtant Works by Bergson 


Creative Evolhlion 
Time and Free Will 
Matter and Memory 
Mtnd-'En^rgy 


Laughter and Metaphysics 
The Perception of Change 
The Meaning of the War (of 

1914) 



Henri Bergson 

1859-1941 



In 1914. the armies of Europe were on the man h Tt seemed as 
if humanity had lost its soul “Can anyone l)cli(\c in pi ogress 
and ci\ ihzation m the face of what is going oiP ’ people asked 
thcmsch Ch 

At the College de France a soft-spoken professor with pene- 
tiatmg c>es gave answer The very calmness with which he re- 
plied made one feel as if he were m the presence of a vision. 
“You are weary now,” he said, “and bereft of hope Never fear 
Once I, too, was weary But then m a flash I saw the meaning 
of destiny . ” 


II 

Henri bergson’s intellectual life was an evolution He started 
out with a firm foundation in the physical sciences He had a 
genius for mathematics But he was an artist too He possessed 
a fine feeling for language, a warm sympathy for the picturesque 
phrase Indeed, he was a man with a dual tendency — a rigorous 
meticulousness and an exuberant imagination He specialized 
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in natural history and in HcUemc hteraturc. His was the souJ 
of a poet in the mind of a scientist And in the final struggle 
the scientist was compelled to yield to the poet 
Born in Paris in 1859, he entered the £cole Normale Sup^ri- 
eure at the age of seventeen His inclinations were at this time 
‘‘ruthlessly materialistic ” He saw all life in terms of growth and 
decay Like Spencer, he was convinced that societies and moiali- 
ties disintegrate as inevitably as the human flesh The noble 
thought, the mother's tear, the Christian deed — all are the prod- 
ucts of chance, created in the wind and scattered in the dust 
There is no purpose m life and no basis for hope One glance 
into the microscope will dispel forever the \ anity of the poet 
So insistent was Beigson upon this theory that his fellow students 
at the ficole Normale dubbed him “the atheist ” Once, when 
he was hbiaiian of his class, the teacher reprimanded him for 
keeping the shelves untidy “How^ can your librarian’s soul en- 
dure such disorder^” asked the teacher Whereupon his class- 
mates cried out in chorus, “Bergson has no soul ” 

When he graduated he was offered a teaching position at the 
university town of Clermont-Ferrand, in the province of 
Auvergne Here came the skeptic, and here his skepticism was 
conquered He took long walks in the quiet of the countryside, 
and the poet and rebel in him asserted themselves at last The 
arguments of the laboratory, the formulas of the physicists, 
the smart phrases of the intellectual atheists were suddenly 
shamed into nothingness before the overwhelming majesty of 
nature What, could it be true that a blind mechanism, a whirl- 
pool of chance-guided atoms had formed the swelling breasts 
of these hills and leveled these plains^ Only a clever little 
sophomore in the school of life could possibly believe that How 
ndiculous were those men who tried to desenbe the infimte 
simplicit> of creation in the complex language of formulas and 
specious theories* Good Lord, didn’t the chenust have eyes to 
watch the sinking of the sun m these horizons^ Yes, now he 
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knew Science was the refuge of the weary intellects of the world 
who had lost the courage to hope. 

Ill 

Bergson’s transformation from a materialist to an idealist 
was not the result of a miracle At first he had no positive idea 
as to the direction in which his impulses were leading him But 
a growing sense of “poetical realization” had insinuated itself 
into his intelligence and was now striking out through “every 
fiber of his body and every cell of his mind ” The impulse of 
intuition — that saving grace of women and poets — convinced 
him that there was more to life than he had formerly thought 
possible Could an arbitrary embrace of atoms create the mind 
of Shakespeare^ Could a scientific arrangement of the letters 
of the alphabet produce the Bible^ And could the chemical and 
physical combination that was called Henri Bergson explain 
the spark of humor that sent a stream of anecdotes to his lips 
as he lectured and a torrent of laughter from his audiences as 
they listened^ Nor could the mere laws of physical energy have 
brought Bergson to Clermont a skeptic and returned him to 
Pans an idealist 

In his public addresses at the university town he ga\c an indi- 
cation of the new cast of his thoughts Speaking of scientific 
research, he remarked “You have all handled a microscope 
and may ha\e noticed in its box those little slips of glass each 
of which encloses some anatomical preparation Take one of 
these preparations, put it under the lens and look You will see 
a tube divided into compartments Slip the glass along and 
observe how one cell succeeds another cell, each clearly dis- 
tinguishable But what is the object, and what have you seen^ 
If you want to get the answer to this question, you will be 
obliged to abandon the microscope and to consider as a whole, 
with your naked eye, that ugly spider’s foot ” Who put the 
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ugliness into the spider’s foot or the beauty into the spider’s 
webj he might ha\c added with a twinkle in his c>e And m- 
cidcritall>, in ihc name of the laws of science, who would ha\c 
put the twinkle in Bergson s 

The difficultv with stuntifu anahsis, njNoncd Bcigson, Iks 
in the propensitv ol the human mind to niiij) out its objects m 
spare E\ entiling in human nason is eonc(i\id in terms of 
space Geometn k duces the meist absiraet ejuahtus e)I ceMnic 
phenomena to points in sjiace Ph\si(s le duces the iridescence 
of the sunset to light rajs liaxeliiig thiougli space and the mmie 
of a symphony to wave lengths of sound vibrating m space All 
quality is thus reduced to numeiical quantity The human rea- 
son is like a metronome It counts the vibrations of reality But 
It cannot sound reality It divides the dynamic whole into static 
intervals And thus, observes Bergson, there aiises an absurdity 
For the most essentially dynamic expenence known to us is 
motion Yet we represent motion, just as we represent cv crythmg 
else, m terms of a path or a series of static points extended m 
space But m reality motion is no more a senes of points in space 
than It is a senes of snapshots on a roll of film flashed m suc- 
cession upon the screen 

Science can merely symbolize^ but it cannot define ^ the dynamic 
expenence called motion For the sake of simplicity we draw a 
Ime of chalk between two points on a blackboard and we com- 
pare the points in the chalk line to points in space But there is 
no such thing as a poinf in space For a point is a finite object, 
and space is infinitely divisible Moreover, it is impossible to 
add points into a line The true progress of our hand as it moves 
to make the line on the blackboard cannot be described as a 
senes of immobile points How can anjone create mobility out 
of immobility^ Yet we persist in confusing the line of chalk with 
the motion of our hand 

In the same w^ay we transfer the inward experience of time’s 
duration to the path desenbed by the hands of a clock passing 
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through “points” in space Science claims to count our inner 
duration because science can produce clock time But time cannot 
be measured The moments of time are not homogeneous points 
lying side by side in space It is true that each second of our 
inner duration coincides with each sweep of the pendulum 
The two occur simultaneously And hence the confusion of 
time with space Real time, however, has no limits, no extremes, 
no bounds It is an inner duration that all of us can feel But we 
cannot analyze it Science has been unable to gi asp it Real time 
is growth and change and development and not an extension of 
points or seconds or hours or days 

IV 

Bergson had grasped the dynamic and immeasurable quality 
of the gieatest of human experiences — the experience of inner 
duration And in the face of this experience he was convinced 
that the rational part of the mind was helpless For the rational 
function can only enumerate — that is, add, subtract, multiply, 
divide But it cannot Feeling belongs to another province 
of the mind — intuition Now intuition had been branded by all 
the rational philosophers as the black sheep of the mental 
family It was considered the property of the ignorant masses, 
the chu f instrument of superstition But Bergson was determined 
to regenerate the dignity of intuition and to restore it to its 
rightful throne “For intuition, wisely used, is a legitimate and 
noble province of the mind, indeed, it is the only means for 
perceiving the heart of things ” 

But intuition was a vague term Just what did it mean^ Was 
It a product of the nerve centers in the brain or was it an es- 
sential function of the mind quite apart from the orbit of the 
brain^ The scientists had been assuming ^hat there was nothing 
more to the mind than the brain and that the mind therefore 
was nothing more than matter As one of them had put it — 
“No matter^ Never mind ” 
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Bergson now concentrated all his efforts on the study of the 
human mind The most significant phenomenon of the mind, 
for tlic purposes of liis study, was the memorj lie became ab- 
sorbed in this subject He conducted numerous experiments in 
winch lie found that the \ictims of brain injur\ frequently man- 
aged to keep tlicir memory intact If the mind were merely a 
function of the brain, lie concluded, then for e\crv brain lesion 
there would be a corresponding impairment of the memory 
On the other hand, he found that some patients were knowm to 
have lost their memory without any injury to the brain Are 
recollections, then, stored up in the cells of the brain^ In some 
cases yes For example, after a certain number of attempts to 
drive an automobile we acquire the knack We have absorbed 
the memory of each lesson automatically Driving becomes a 
habit with us It requires no conscious cffoit of recollection 
And yet were we to recall the specific circumstances of any one 
lesson that wc had taken, we would be obliged to make a 
conscious effort to remember those circumstances For the cir- 
cumstances of the lesson are unique by themselves They have 
a quality all their own They are the single units of an experience 
assimilated into a quantity of experiences over a period of time, 
all these expencnces constituting the process of habit formation 
However, they are in themselves experiences of quality not of 
quantity Now the faculty that can recall the quality of any one 
experience, maintains B«rgson, is precisely the faculty that 
comprehends the quality of things in general It is the faculty 
of the self underlying the brain It is the fundamental ‘T” — 
the ego about which I cannot reason but which I can feel This 
ego IS known only to myself and cannot be communicated in 
words to anyone else Nor can the scientist take it apart and 
examine it just as the jeweler takes apart and examines the 
machinery of a watch It is the personality area m which all 
our moods of hatred and of love and all the diversified shades 
of emotion that he between these poles merge imperceptibly 
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into one another. These moods are charactenred by then 
dynamic intensity They are not units of extensive measurement 
that obediently pass through the brain m review They per- 
meate the mind and ‘‘fill the soul ” Nerve sensations may be 
measured according to the magmtude of their stimuli But can 
anyone measure the magnitude of a thought^ Docs an emotion 
consist of so many calories of heat^ Is the courage which im- 
pels men to lay down their lives for freedom to be regarded as 
nothing more than a bundle of sensory stimuli^ 

No, we shall find none of the inner nobility of man in the 
brain The brain- a mechamsm It is not a soul The brain 
adds units of quantity with an endless precision But it cannot 
create No mere machine can create Leonardo da Vinci’s Last 
Supper by daubing one group of colors onto another group of 
colors or Milton’s Paradise Lost b> piecing together the letters 
of the English alphabet In the presence of any work that has 
been created by the grace of God the brain stands a helpless 
and uncomprehending alien The great masterpieces in art and 
in nature, and the greatest masterpiece of all, Man, can be 
grasped not by the brain but by the soul, the self— the intuitive 
self 


V 

Bergson calls our intuitive self the creative intellect It is the inner 
consciousness of our duration and growth — the “enduring 
withinness” of our life, our own profound sense of our unhmited 
depths Indeed, our day-to-day thoughts and wishes and actions 
arc but a small surface demonstration of the potential resources 
m the vast warehouse of our subconscious It is only in times of 
great duress that we recognize our true souls and rise to feats of 
superhuman energy In the ordinary course of events the brain 
keeps the lid down on the magic vessel of our personality It 
functions like a militaiy draft officer who calls up the relatively 
small number of ideas needed for present active service It is a 
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3 elocti\( instrument tli<it adapts us to our immedialr needs L 
graNp'i ilu Umporai) iiitcric lalionship ol tilings and enables us 
,to clioosc beiwern tium It ?i< as a (ouii'^doi of tlie will \ii 
tli( brain, \m lia\( stm, is but a small j>art of tlu mind In 
and In itsdf it can n(\(r transcend oui daiK (xixiKiKe It i. 
•a 1 ioIi\ rnauiial It resides jn \\w lowei animals jv, wdl is in 
linen It functions only m space and develops its strength through 
Jie gradual and painful process of trial and erior 
But tiue reality, observes Bergson, transcends our sensory 
■‘‘vpeiience It is more fundamental than the fleeting piesent 
relationships of things For the essence of true reality is growth — 
past, present and future It is development not only in space but 
also and espcciallv ni time John Smith, for example, is a portly 
*ndiv idual of forty-fiv e As w e obsei v e him at this moment vvalk- 
ng down the stieet, whom arc we really looking ad Jolin Smitlu 
But It IS obvious that at this particul ir moment he is no more 
John Smith than he was forty years ago when he lomped about 
in short pants as a skinny boy of five Ihe real John Smith is 
not the person we sec on any one day or at any split moment 
of his life John Smith’s total nality lies in his continuous develop- 
ment fiom the day of his birth to the day of his death But ob- 
viously John Smith is the only person alive wlio can grasp and 
feel his true reality For he is the only pcison who is cxpcncncing 
every moment of his life His reality as a living and growing soul 
IS revealed only to his intiwtive self— his creative intellect 

VI 

In 1900 Bergson was appointed to the chair of philosophy at 
tlie College dc France His books on Time and Free Will, Matter 
and Mimofj Mind-Enetgy and Laughter and Metaphysics raised a 
tempest of speculation in the intellectual hoiizons of the Old 
and the New World Here was a fragile, unassuming and shy 
httle David wielding a sling at the intellectual giants of matenal- 
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ism Here was a professor who spoke softly and sedately of the 
spirit at a time when it was the fashion to speak spintedly of the 
flesh Here was a mathematician who dared to look beyond 
mathematics to the Bible This was rank heresy 

Yet his lectures beca^ie extremely popular “Silence would 
descend upon the hall and the audience would feel a secret 
tremble within when they saw him quietly approach from the 
back of the amphitheater, seat himself beneath the shaded 
lamp, his hands flee of manuscript notes and the finger tips 
usually joined ” He spoke without hurry, with dignity, in a 
measured tone His language was precise and musical He 
formed his sentences with so little effort that few could detect 
his art He shocked the graybeard professors when he asserted 
that philosophy must cure^ not obscure^ the ills of men He re- 
fused to clothe his thoughts with factory-made phrases He 
invented new words to supplant the old cut-and-dned formulas 
He imploied his audiences not to follow him but to examine his 
thoughts and to “think them out” m their own minds He asked 
them to make an effort if they wished to sink a plummet into 
reality “The sole purpose of my studies,” he remarked, “has 
been to express precisely what each one of us is trying to find 
within himself” 

It was true that this “precise” conception was something 
precisely less than a revelation and precisely more than a head- 
ache to the common man It is the uncommon man who feels 
at home m the black shadows of metaphysics And yet it was not 
difficult for anyone to accept Bergson s philosophy on faith, he 
had such a convincing smile ^ As in the case of Aristotle, his own 
definition of a gentleman could well be applied to himself 
“The accomplished man of the world knows how to talk to any 
man on the subject that interests him, he enters into the other’s 
views, yet he does not therefore adopt them, he understands 
everything though he does not necessarily excuse everything 
So we come to like him when we have hardly begun to know 
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him, wc are speaking to a stranger and ^e are surprised and 
delighted to find in him a fnend ” Bergson was not only a 
philosopher but a master in social relationships Imagine Nic- 
tzschc or Schopenhauer uttering such words' 

Like the German thinkcis acioss tlie Rhine Bergson bche\ed 
firml> in the power of man s instincts We liase seen what re- 
markabh uiihoh conclusions the Gciman philosophers had 
deduced from this belief Schopenhauer had preached the re- 
ligion of race annihilation Nietzsche had promulgated the 
doctrine of ruthless aggression But Bergson developed the 
philosophy of creative evolution He had demolished the hy- 
pothesis that the mind is identical wath the brain The mind is 
far more than the brain, he had declared Indeed, the funda- 
mental quahty of the mind eludes the brain This fundamental 
quality is the creative mind as opposed to the brain which is the 
analytical mind The cieative mind alone can realize the funda- 
mental truths of experience For experience is a creative totality 
— a whole which is not the sum of its parts We cannot add up a 
poem or a tree We cannot produce points into a line and call 
this a line of progress We cannot in reality combine seconds into 
minutes or minutes into hours We do this with ‘‘dead” time 
that we ourselves have manufactured to symbolize “living” time 
But each moment of living time represents not a part of time 
but the whole of time For time, like a tree, is a creative whole 
And only the creative intellect, w^hich is the ordinary man’s 
intuition and the poet’s inspiration, can apprehend the whole 
of reality at any given moment, from any vantage spot, under 
any circumstance For though the analytical mind can act only 
in the present, the creative mind contains within it the evolution 
— that IS, the growth — of the entire past, present and future 
This evolutionary^ growth of the inner consciousness of the 
creative intellect is life It is the electric current that animates 
and moves us all And Bergson gives it a picturesque name He 
calls it the £ian Vitaly the Vital Spark Let the brain perish with 
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tthc rest of the body. The Vital Spark, the inner consciousness, 
IS immortal, just as time is immortal though all objects confined 
to space may perish We have liberated time fiom the prison 
of space We have given it its nghtful throne in the inner con- 
sciousness We ha\e coirected the ciiois of the scientists Wc 
have demonstrated a vital truth, ass( rls Be igson Man dots not 
live in time, but time lives in man For time is not orK (htnal but 
internal It lives within man’s own creative intellect He is not a 
slave to any exterior dimension erroneously called the passage 
of time He is the mastci, the creator, the very soul of time For 
time IS the life of the mind just as growth is the life of the body 
Let us, therefore, stop lamenting that life is too brief Life is 
eternal E\eiy living moment is an eternity, if only we bieak the 
mental bonds that bind us to our material environment The 
vital spark within us is not material Our life is not “harnessed 
like a yoked ox to a heavy task ” The evolutionists have read a 
message of fatality into the cycle of struggle and survival and 
conquest They hav e looked at the species of animals and men 
thiough a microscope and judged only from the external signs 
They have scoffed at the idea that man’s will is free They have 
turned us into a factory of machines They hav e transformed 
nature into a monster of levers and bolts and screws They 
have counseled us to bend the knee to the Great God Resigna- 
tion For in resignation, they have told us, we shall find our 
security This false doctrine appears to be true only because 
we accept the idea of time as the dead mechanical movement 
of temporal moments in space, like the dead mechanical move- 
ment of the hands on the face of a clock If this were the true 
interpretation of the world, there w^ould be as much life and 
freedom in the actions of man as there are in the puppet 
gestures of the celluloid characters imprinted on a movie film 
In the case of the film the laws of mechanics rule supreme 
Motion and time are controlled by the projection machine The 
speed of the screen shadows can be slowed down or stepped up. 
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The film can be run backward, and all the laws of chronology 
can be reversed But the very essential of our real time — main- 
tains Bergson — is its ineinsibility I or time is giovv th, and growth 
belongs not to methaiiics but to dvnamics The clviiamie docs 
not rever^t itsdf Nor dots it repeat Use II Growth is piogit‘?s, 
not repetition Every experie nee in the past is an entirely unique 
expenence What has been done is done Can the man become 
a child again^ Can John Smith reverse himsclP Can a moment 
reverse itsclP The essential characteristic of the dynamic quality 
of time, as opposed to the static quality of reason, is the vitality 
of time, Its “hvingness,’’ its giowih 

The future is not the mechanical pioduct of the past For if 
each present moment is unique, each fiitme moment is unique 
Growth follows no inflexible laws In the life of the mind there 
is no inevitable sequence of cause and clfcct The pieacher pro- 
nouncing a sermon over the dead body of John Smith may diaw 
an “inevitable’’ moral from his life He is in a position to view 
It as an external pattern of trial and error He tries to reason 
that such and such a thing in Smith’s life was influenced by his 
environment, such and such a characteristic was inherited fiom 
his mother, such and such a thought came fiom his schooling 
But while John Smith lived there was nothing inevitable about 
each moment he experienced Smith was his ouon inevitability 
At every instant of his life he was his creative self He was the 
mechanic of his own machine, the master of his own fice will 
Once we have established the fact that man is free the whole 
theory of Darwinian evolution appears in a new light, maintains 
Bergson Man is not the mechanical plaything of a sordid, in- 
exorable struggle for the survival of the fittest Life is not the 
product of mechanical laws, like a riv er carried by the force of 
gravitation from the cradle to the giave The current of life 
drives man onwaid and upward on the path of evolution, and 
the dnving power lies not outside him but within him Life is a 
spontaneous artist It promises at every moment to blossom into 
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something new and unforeseeable It wells up from the source 
of a glorious unfathomable reality The heart of divinity lies 
in Its potential development Indeed, the sum total of the crca- 
ti\ e life of man is God 

God IS Life And the urge of life is upward, ever upward 
“The animal takes its stand on the plant, man bestrides animal- 
ity, and the whole of humanity, in space and time, is one im- 
mense army galloping beside and before and behind each of us 
m an overwhelming charge able to beat down every resistance 
and to clear every obstacle ’’ 

Even death The current of life survives the death of the in- 
dividual It survives the chance of failure and the tendency of 
matter to destroy itself When it strikes a blind path its manifold 
springs carve out a new channel and pour their irresistible tor- 
rents into new and greater achievements Life cannot be stifled 
by a temporal y defeat It can nev^er be stopped 
And this invincible urge of life, this ^llan Vitaly the Vital 
Spark, lies within us all This energy that by an automatic 
insinuation into the lowest forms of matter becomes passively 
adjusted to it and slowly comes to dominate it finally frees itself 
in man and receiv^es its mightiest expression in his creative self 
This creative self is the universal self, the impulse that sets 
every artist to produce the masterpiece that transcends his in- 
div idual personality and becomes the collective heritage of man 
And this creativ c urge resides not only in the artist but in ev ery 
one of us It is the power back of our ev ery noble thought, the 
rapture expeiienced in the lover’s kiss, the mother’s joy m the 
act of giv ing birth to her child, the blessing that accompanies 
the doing of every good deed, the hope of all men who believe 
in their immortal destiny 

VII 

Brave words, these* The words of a beautiful poem Today 
the armies of the world are on the march again And those who 
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lived through the last World War and ^ho listened to Bergson’s 
philosophy of hope arc now h\ing through a second tragic war 
Some of us mav be inclined to smile sadly at the Frenchman 
who talks with such optimistic fervor about our human destiny 
Perhaps we are a little pu/zlcd by his jovous tale of creation, a 
little bcwildcied at tins unfathomable cnergv of man — an 
energy' diiccted toward starving and enslaving his fcllovs men 
*‘What IS this life,” we are tempted to ask, “that can suddenly 
be extinguished by a bullet^” 

But no doubt a “secret tremble” of light will come over the 
audiences in the lecture hall of time when the little professor 
quietly seats himself beneath the shaded lamp, his hands free 
of manuscript notes, and remarks with unhurried dignity 
“Try to understand part of this with the mind and to divine 
the rest — ^with the heart ” 

It W2LS both with the mind and with the heart that this Jcwish- 
born philosopher of eighty-one reacted toward the anti-Scmitic 
regulations of the Hitlcr-inspired French Government in 1940 
In accordance with these regulations, all Jewish professors m 
France were ordered to resign fiom their positions in the state 
universities Bergson was offered an exemption from this order 
But he refused to accept the fav'or He wanted no exemption 
from a cruelty dictated by Barbarians He preferred to suffer 
the fate of his co-religionists He resigned fiom the faculty of 
the College de France * 

When this man had talked about the £lan Vitaly the Vital 
Spark of nobility, he knew whereof he spoke 
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George Santayana 
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Santayana’s liff, like his philosophy, is an echo of the past 
Though born in Spam and educated in the United States, he is 
neither a Spaniard nor an American He is mentally as well as 
temperamentally the last of the ancient Greeks 

As a child he was brought up on tales of romantic adventure, 
faraway pageantry and fairyland enchantment Before Santa- 
yana was born his father had been an official in the Philippine 
Islands He had sailed three times around the world, and he had 
stocked his mind with many a tale of “interminable ocean 
spaces, coconut islands, blameless Malays and immense conti- 
nents swarming with Chinamen” and with other fanciful and 
exotic persons and things These exotic persons and things were 
to be the mental fare of Santayana during the formative years 
of his life “From childhood,” he tells us, “I ha\c lived in the 
imaginative presence of (these) lessons and wonders It 
was habitual with me to think of scenes and customs pleasanter 
than those about me ” 

These words give us the keynote to Santayana’s mentality as a 
philosopher and to his personality as a man The flavor of the 
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otherwhere and the antique has clung to him throughout his 
life Santa\ana is an ancient poet writing a commentary on the 
modern world 


II 

When Gcoigc Santayana was nine \cars old Ins mother sepa- 
rated from his father, who was her second husband, and mi- 
grated with her children to America George was the only child 
of his mother's second marriage There were three children by 
the first marriage, but they were considerably older than 
Santayana and therefore no congenial playmates for him Nor 
did Santayana care to associate with any of the other children 
in the neighborhood ‘T played no games,’’ he writes, “but sat 
at home all the afternoon and evening reading or drawing ” 

He recened his early education at the Boston Latin School 
Here, amidst the democratic influence of the “nail-hoofed 
boys” who came “thundering down the steps of the school- 
house in an avalanche of forty or eighty or two hundred to- 
gether,” he learned to emerge somewhat from the shell of his 
aristocratic aloofness He became at least approachable if not 
downright sociable 

\Vhcn he entered Harvard he allowed the frost of his re- 
serve to melt still further Though he took no part in the college 
sports himself, he went to ^ee the other students at their prac- 
tice He was especially fond of football — as a spectator on the 
side lines It was the poet in him, rather than the man of action, 
that found pleasure in the competitive struggle on the gridiron 
“A football game,” he writes, “is always a fine spectacle, but 
here upon the broad-backed earth, away fiom the town, noth- 
ing but sky and distant hills about you, where the wind always 
blows, the stiuggle has an added beauty Here the heroic 
virtues shine ir miniature and the simple joy of the ancient 
world return^ as in a dr^am ” 

The memory of an ancient dream seen across the tussle of a 
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modern game— such was Santayana’s picture of the world in 
which he lived 

His social like his athletic contacts at Harvard were un- 
excited, impersonal, aloof He frequently joined his classmates 
on their “visiting excursions” when, “standing packed in the 
tinkling horsecar, their coat collars above their ears and their 
feet deep in the winter straw, they jogged in a long half-hour to 
Boston, there to enjoy the delights of female society, the theater 
or a good dinner ” But at the dinner table, too, just as on the 
football field, he looked on with an amused and kindly im- 
perturbability “At these dinners you talked half an hour with 
the lady on one side, then half an hour with the lady on the 
other side about ten minutes with the men and finally, 
in the drawing room, you were able to choose the lady you 
wished to talk to ” 

He always talked to the ladies He never danced with them 
He didn’t know how to dance 

He preferred the conversation of women to that of men “I 
liked the ladies of Boston and enjoyed talking with them They 
had traveled, read and were cultivated — much more so than 
the men ” 

His attitude toward men was tolerantly sarcastic On one oc- 
casion he was introduced to Governor Wolcott of Massachu- 
setts “I had looked forward to meeting him, but I was very 
much disappointed He had enough mind to have opimons 
but not enough to have the right ones ” 

This, too, was his attitude toward his Harvard professors 
He had little respect for their opinions He considered his own 
mentality too mature for the “elementary” teaching of James 
and Royce and Palmer “I heard James and Royce with more 
wonder than serious agreement ” As for Palmer, “he is still 
vegetating there/’ he wrote of him many years later He dis- 
liked these men’s “idealistic” conception of the “cruel and 
nasty world . as the model and standard of what ought to 
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be He had come to Harvard a confirmed materialist or ‘‘nat- 
uralist ’ “M\ naturalism,” he said, “is no academic opinion; 
It IS an c\ Cl vdav corn iclion whicli came to me, as it came to my 
father, from experience and obseivation of the world It 
seems to me that those who are not materialists are not good 
observers ” 

He was a product of his father’s as well as of his mother’s 
“irreligious religion ” His parents had regarded all religion ‘ as 
a work of human imagination ” They had believed that “sacri- 
fices, prayers, churches and tales of immortality were invented 
by rascally priests in order to dominate the foolish ” To this 
belief Santayana subscribed fully Yet — and here we have the 
first full glimpse into the complex mentality that was Santayana 
— though his mind was the mind of a skeptic, his heart was the 
heart of a believer “My sympathies,” he writes, “were entirely 
with those other members of my family who were devout be- 
lievers ” To be sure, “religions are the fairy tales of the con- 
science ” But what inspiring fairy talcs' 

For Santayana, in spite of his materialistic protestations, was 
an enchanted prince living in a magic world He was a poet who 
tried to talk like a scientist Indeed, his first literary efforts were 
poetical — sad, nostalgic laments over perished worlds and for- 
gotten dreams His was not, like Housman’s, the complaint 
that he had been born “a stranger and afraid in a world he 
never made,” but the mol-e bitter complaint that he was born 
too late in a world he would hav^c ardently lov ed had he come 
into It at the right time A companion of Plato condemned to 
live among the Puritans of Boston — that^ as Santayana saw it, 
was his great tragedy 

He wari* d to spend his life in quiet conversation with Plato, 
Aristotle, Democritus, Lucretius and the other anciem: spirits 
so congenial to ms own But he was compelled, by the trick of 
destiny, to become a teacher and to waste his time talking to 
college tandergraduates “I always hated to be a professor,” he 
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wrote in later years Yet no one would have ever suspected it 
from the serenity of his lectures It was the privilege of one of the 
authors of the present book to study under Santayana at Har- 
vard The expel lence was unforgettable The poet-philosopher 
sat on the platform at Emerson Hall— pale hands folded on his 
desk under a pale face, black pointed beard gi\ing his features 
an ethereal El Greco unreality, a spirit from afar flashing out of 
two fiery Spanish eyes and a voice filled with a cadcnccd wisdom 
that descended upon his students like a benediction He spoke 
fluently but in a patient and unhurried tempo, as if he had be- 
fore him all eternity in which to deliver his message Sometimes 
he would stop for se\eral seconds, searching in his mind for 
the right word But his students w^aitcd cxjicctantly, for they 
knew that when the woid came it would be the me \itable word 
for that paiticular context — the perfect gem in the perfect 
setting 

Occasionally he directed the shafts of his gentle satire against 
tlie ‘ialsc idols” of the human mind But he nevci assailed them 
with the hammer of iconoclasm He was amused rather than 
indignant at the foolishness of the human race 

He ne\ er married He lived with a few intimates at Har\ ard, 
notably Hugo Munstcrbcig, a forcignei, aristocrat and poet like 
himself — and with his books He still ictaincd, howc\cr, his in- 
terest m football — his one concession to ‘'the mummeries of 
contemporary life ” One of his students, familiar only with his 
classroom aloofness and unaware of his interest in college 
athletics, w^as amazed when he saw him, “in his foicign cape 
and with his foreign cane,” walking into the stadium on a 
Saturday afternoon “Imagine Plato,” exclaimed the student, 
“giving a regular cheer for Harvard’” 

Aside from his little excursions into the present, however, he 
still spent the greater part of his leisuic time m cultivating the 
friendship of the past He had given up his poetry for philosophy 
— or, to be more exact, he had given up Ins philosophical 
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poetry for poetical philosophy For though he now began to 
wntc in the medium of prose and in the language of meta- 
ph>sics, he remained a poet to the end 

III 

Santayana’s philosophical work is a strange mixture of Plato- 
nism, atheism and Catholicism First of all he believes, like 
Plato, in a world of ideas Santayana calls them essences The 
essence of Santayana, like the idea of Plato, is the form of every- 
thing that IS, that ever was, that ever will be — and, Santayana 
would add — that never will be For not only the great ideas that 
have been written in novels and poems and dramas arc essences, 
but the ideas that have not and will not be written are also es- 
sences They are like the flowers that are ‘‘born to blush unseen 
and waste their sweetness on the desert air ” Yet they “waste ’ 
their sweetness only insofar as our poor mortal senses are con- 
cerned but not insofar as eternal contemplation is concerned 
And each of us can, to some extent at least, share in this con- 
templation We can experience an extasy^ a standing out from our- 
sehes As we plod along the narrow road of our existence from 
life to death, with the blinkers of our ignorance to thwart our 
vision, our spirits can, and sometimes do, lift us abo\e ourselves, 
so that in a flashing moment we behold eternity We experience 
such an eternal moment, fcr example, when we hear a beautiful 
sonata or see a beautiful painting or perform a beautiful deed 
At such expenences of self-forgetfulness we see “the essences 
laugh from their Platonic heaven at this inconstant world into 
which they peep for a moment ” 

When an essence “peeps into the world’' — that is, when it acts 
upon matter — it becomes an existence^ in somewhat the same 
sense that the plan for a house becomes a house when it is 
formed into bricks and stones and glass and mortar Santayana 
confesses that he doesn’t know just exactly what matter is “I 

[530 1 



SANTAYANA 

wait for the men of science to tell me . . But whatever matter 
may be, I call it matter boldly, as I call my acquaintances 
Snath and Jones without knowing their secrets ” Santayana 
doesn’t understand the secret of matter, but he is sure of its 
existence Whatever we may call it — “a confluence of atoms” 
or “an electnc charge” or “a tension in ether” — matter is that 
ever-present, <ill-pervading substance which goes to make the 
heavens and the earth and the leaves of the trees and the petals 
of the flowers and the bodies of men Yes, and the mindi of men 
For the human mind, like the humanbody, is material Themind, 
like the body, is subject to birth, growth, decay and death 

From a Platomst, Santayana has now become an atheist 
He has faith neither in immortality nor in God “1 be lie\e there 
IS nothing immortal,” he writes ‘ No doubt the sjnrit and 
energy of the world is what is acting in us, as tlic sea is what 
rises in every little wave, but it passes through us, and, ciy out 
as we may, it will move on Our privilege is to have perceived 
It as It mov ed ” 

Life, the body, the mind, the earth, the heavens, the stars — 
all are reduced, in the philosophy of Santayana, to a machine 
Man’s actions are not free but mechanical The mind, he de- 
clares, does not control the body It is merely a “side-lme 
spectator,” observing the “automatic inward machinery” of the 
body sometimes with approval and sometimes with “impotent 
rebellion ” There is no such thing as an immortal soul “Belief 
in such a soul is simply belief in magic ” What we call the 
“soul” IS merely “a prodigious (and material) network of nerves 
and tissues, growing in each generation out of a seed ” 

In his demal of the power of the mind and of the freedom of 
the will Santayana is a Spmozist Indeed, Spinoza is to him tlie 
only complete philosopher of the Christian era “No modem 
writer is altogether a philosopher in my eyes except Spinoza ” 
Yet Santayana rejects Spinoza’s pantheism “The word nature,'' 
he maintains, “is poetical enough It suggests sufiiaently the 
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generate c and controlling function, the endless \ilcilit> and 
changeful ord( r of the world in which I luc ' Pantheism implies 
the existcniL ot GcmI, and Santas ana doesn't behest m God 
Like Lalandt , he searches the hca\ens with a teI(seo[)( and 
cannot find him Religion is a myth, and God is the factitious 
hero of that m\th 

But Santayana is not only an unbeliever but a poet, not only 
an atheist but a Catholic He asserts, as one of his biographers 
has put It, “that there is no God and that the Virgin Mary is His 
mother ” But having rejected God from his intellect, Santayana 
then proceeded to enshrine him m his emotion The story of 
Catholicism, especially the legend of the Virgin Mary, is the 
“fairest flower of poesy ” The myth of Christianity, though 
scientifically false, is “poetically true ” Catholicism is nothing 
but a dream, to be suie, but it is a good dream And tins, ob- 
serves Santayana, is true of every other religion God may be 
only a fictitious hero, but he is a splendid hero for men to follow 
Let us not, then, scorn the fables of religion Let us, rather, 
“honor the piety and understand the poetry embodied in those 
fables ” Accept the fables of Christianity in their poetical rather 
than in their literal sense, and you can even hope for immor- 
tality — of a sort “The better a man evokes and icalizcs the ide d 
(of the Christian life) the more pervasne becomes his 

presence in the society of the immortals ” Our immortality is 
not the extension of our personality in the next world bat its 
repetition in this world — through our words, through our deeds 
and especially through our children “We commit the blotted 
manusenpt of our lives more willingly to the flames when we 
find the immortal text half engrossed in a fairer copy ” 

IV 

Such is the inconsistent consistency of Santayana’s philosophical 
system ft is the philosophy of a man who, in his own words, 
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was trying “to dream with one eye open, to be detached from 
the world without being hostile to it, to welcome fugitive 
beauties and pity fugitive sufferings, without forgetting for a 
moment how fugitive they are ” 

It IS with this detached though not unfriendly attitude that 
Santayana lived his entire life He was the head of no family, 
the patriot of no country and — after 1912, when he resigned 
from Harvard — the proftssor of no school Shortly before the 
World War of 1914 he left America and went to live in Europe 
This was not only a withdrawal to another hemisphere but a 
retirement to another age — the age to which he believed that 
he had always belonged He settled down in Rome, “because 
there he felt closer to the past than anywhere else ” Athens, 
he said, had been changed too much from its ancient Platomc 
days Among the Roman rums of a past glory he found himself 
most congenially at home Here he adopted a quiet routine, 
walking in the “ignoble present” like the ghost of a nobler day 
He took a modest suite in a hotel When his friends suggested 
that he buy himself a home he replied that “possessions enslav e 
a man ” His habits were simple and inconspicuous “I am the 
child of my father,” he said He had once asked his father why 
he always traveled third class, and his father had answered, 
“Because there’s no fourth class ” He enjoyed his few friends 
when they came to see him, but he never sought them out if 
they stayed away “I am like the Pope,” he said, “I don’t re- 
turn V isits ” 

He rarely attended religious services “SitUng m church,” he 
explained, “makes me tured in the small of my back ” But he 
frequently went to the ruins of the Pantheon, to watch the 
statues of the ancient gods, and to San Pietro, to enjoy Michel- 
angelo’s Moses He still preferred the poetiy to the practice of 
religion 

His favonte haunt was a bench near the ruins of the temple 
of Esculapius, the anaent god of heahng and one of the favonte 
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divinities of Socrates Here he sat for hours and dreamed him- 
self back to the spnngtime of the world from which he had been 
so sadly divorced by the vicissitudes of fate 

Yet always there was a touch of humor to his sadness He 
could look upon his own disappointments, as he looked upon 
the disappointments of other people, with an impersonal 
chuckle Speaking of the unsuccessful sale of his books — prior to 
the publication of his novel, The Last Puritan — he laughingly re- 
marked ^^The Sense of Beauty is my first book and still my best 
seller It sells regularly a hundred copies a year ” 

Yet even disappointment, he observed, has its bright side — 
its impermanence Nature amuses us for a moment with that 
silly bauble called life and then lulls us to a forgetful sleep Let 
us make the best of that moment of wakefulness Let us forget 
our fugitne misfortunes and be thankful for our fugitue joys 
After all, “there is no cure for birth and death save to enjoy the 
mterval 

And so Santayana gazed with a sad but amused and philo- 
sophic calm upon that “irrational spectacle’’ called life In 
country after country he saw civilization submerged and 
tyranny triumphant, yet like a visitor from another century he 
could look on undisturbed He could even say, m detached and 
philosophic complacency, that he was “a great admirer of 
Mussolini ” Before we condemn him too strongly for this atti- 
tude let us remember that i^antayana always weighed his words 
with the carefulness of a Latin scholar To admire^ as he well 
knew and as he expected his readers to know, means not to 
regard with approval but to observe with wonder He admired a 
Mussolim or a Caesar m the same sense that he admired a 
tornado or an avalanche He wondered at their power, but he 
did not approve of their destructiveness Indeed, Santayana 
shrank all his life from destructiveness, cruelty, injustice, 
oppression, wai “It is war,” he writes, “that wastes a nation’s 
wealth, kills its flower, narrows its sympathies, condemns it to 
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be governed by adventurers and leaves the puny, deformed and 
unmanly to breed the next generation. . . . Instead of bemg 
descended from heroes, modem nations are descended from 
slaves ” 

“Heaven it is,” he wntto m one of his sonnets, “to be at peace 
with things ” 

In his attitude toward war, as m his attitude toward every- 
thing else, Santayana went back to the ancient Greeks “The 
longer we think about the world,” he concludes, “the more 
surely we return to Plato We need no new philosophy, we 
need only the courage to hve up to the oldest and the best.” 
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